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Introduction: Futurism and the Turn Towards Tactility
By the early twentieth century, childhood education had been transformed by the theories
of the German educator Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852), the founder of kindergarten programs,
and the Italian physician Maria Montessori (1870–1952) of the eponymous Montessori schools.
At the core of these revolutionary pedagogies was training in sensory discrimination, with
particular emphasis on exercising the sense of touch. Concurrently, the disciplines of philosophy,
psychology, and art history upended the hierarchy amongst the senses by attending to the
fundamental role of touch in perception and cognition and questioning the traditional
preeminence of vision. With tragic irony, the reevaluation of the tactile sense, previously
dismissed as primal and emotional, intensified with the trauma of World War I, when daily life
and death in the trenches resulted in constant bodily contact between soldiers, subterranean
darkness necessitated seeing with hands, and widespread blindness led to a new reliance on
therapeutic touch in the treatment of injured veterans.
In this climate of novel ideas and experiences, the Italian Futurists embraced the sense of
touch as a vehicle for avant-garde invention, and, as this thesis demonstrates, their investigation
was informed by childhood education in sensory discrimination, contemporary art theory and
aesthetics, and perceptual psychology. The Futurists experimented with materials and
constructions intended to elicit the sense of touch in the brain through visually haptic qualities of
shape, form, and texture; they even created artworks to be actively explored by the movement of
the hands and felt, through pressure and textures, against the surface of the skin.
Central to this study are the writings and artwork of four artists: Umberto Boccioni
(1882–1916), F. T. Marinetti (1876–1944), Benedetta (Cappa) Marinetti (1897–1977), and
Enrico Prampolini (1894–1956). Even as the Futurist movement changed over the course of three
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decades, its aesthetic theories and practice reveal a through line: to radicalize perception and
create a more embodied experience by integrating and accentuating the tactile. This innovative
aesthetic approach complicates the standard history of Futurism as a hyper-masculine movement
invested in the reign of the machine and a humankind driven by a mechanical sensibility.
Moreover, as this thesis will show, three Futurist inventions—dinamismo plastico (plastic
dynamism), tattilismo (tactilism), and arte polimaterica (polymaterial art)—establish a
prehistory for post-World War II “art of assemblage.”1 The 1961 exhibition of the same title,
organized by William Seitz at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, considered the “recent
upsurge of unorthodox media among younger artists” by looking to Cubist collage, as initiated
by Pablo Picasso in the spring of 1912, alongside Futurist multi-material experimentation. In the
catalogue, Seitz credits Marinetti’s typographic collages, Boccioni’s assemblages and writings,
and Prampolini’s arte polimaterica—a 1940 example of which was included in the presentation
two decades after its making—as Futurist contributions to the aesthetic of assemblage.
Touch is the first of the five senses to develop in the womb and provides vital
information about the environment. Information received through the kinesthetic and cutaneous
systems is crucial not only to survival, but also to the refinement of the other senses, cognitive
development, and embodied modes of learning. The Futurist interest in exploring touch as the
wellspring of a new aesthetic was part of a larger revaluation of the senses in cognition and
perception. Although it is considered the foundational, or primary sense, touch was traditionally
ranked as inferior to vision. This opinion is rooted in philosophical traditions originating with
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See William Seitz, The Art of Assemblage (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1961). Unless
otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
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Plato and Aristotle, wherein vision and opticality were associated with reason and intellect. Paul
Duncum summarizes:
Especially since the Enlightenment, seeing and knowing have been equated, largely
because sight can operate at a greater distance than the other human senses and is
therefore considered the most objective. With the mind and body regarded as separate,
sight was associated with the mind, with reason, rationality, and logic; by contrast, taste,
touch, and smell were associated with the body as the source of unreason, the emotions,
and irrationality.2
Touch (along with smell, taste, and hearing) was deemed to be more material and
intuitive, tainted by its association with the biological functions and the body. Consequently, it
has frequently been associated, in Western culture, with the feminine. As the conduit of physical
feeling, touch has been conflated with emotional feeling and viewed as a more empathic mode.
The belief that women are more sensual and empathic has only reinforced the gendering of touch
as inherently feminine, whereas sight, like intellectual analysis, is conventionally gendered
masculine.3 The gendering of the senses had a bearing on the professional fortunes of the
Montessori method, and likewise, as we will see, on the brief history of Futurist tattilismo.
At the turn of the twentieth century, currents of philosophy challenged the
epistemological certitude of vision and the empirical sciences. Pierpaolo Antonello explains, the
“positivist climate of late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Europe related to a period in
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Paul Duncum, “An Eye Does Not Make an I: Expanding the Sensorium,” Studies in Art Education 53,
no. 3 (Spring 2012): 184.
3

Erin E. Benay and Lisa M. Rafanelli describe this gendering of the senses in Faith, Gender, and the
Senses in Italian Renaissance and Baroque Art: “Philosophical traditions dating back to Plato and
Aristotle demand touch to be the most material, and therefore least intellectual sense. Thus, not
unexpectedly, in the patriarchal system of the West, haptic experience was often associated with women.
This same system holds sight and hearing to be the least material senses, and therefore most clearly
associated with the intellect and the mind, and as one might expect, male experience.” See Benay and
Rafanelli, Faith, Gender, and the Senses in Italian Renaissance and Baroque Art: Interpreting the Noli
me tangere and Doubting Thomas (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2015), 3.
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which integration of the senses gradually emerged, trying to overcome the dualism of Cartesian
thought.”4 Dualism, as formulated by René Descartes (1596–1650) in the seventeenth century, is,
in the philosophy of mind, “the theory that the mental and the physical—or mind and body or
mind and brain—are, in some sense, radically different kinds of things.”5 Such an assertion
posed a conundrum—how exactly do mind and matter interact?—of which Descartes was aware,
and he reasoned that mind and body unite in the pineal gland in the brain through the faculty of
sight, as illustrated in a woodcut published in l’Homme (Treatise of Man) of 1664 (fig. 1).6 The
schematic image, depicting a figure in profile with two enlarged eyes, prioritizes the visual as
directly connected to the mind, hence opticality’s association with the intellect. In this way, as
Janine Mileaf writes, “vision is credited with facilitating objective, theoretical knowledge.”7 Or,
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6

Descartes wrote Treatise of Man before 1637, but it was published posthumously, first in an imperfect
Latin translation in 1662, and then in the original French in 1664, which is where this illustration
appeared. Descartes surmised that the pineal gland must be the uniting point since it is the only nondouble
organ in the brain, and double reports, as from two eyes, must have one place to merge. In 1640,
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as the French philosopher would have said, “sight is the most comprehensive and the noblest of
[the senses].”8
The interest in elevating formerly overlooked and devalued sensory experiences and the
reaction against the dominance of vision constitutes what Martin Jay has termed the “antiocular” disposition of thought throughout the twentieth century.9 For example, Henri Bergson
(1859–1941), who was a major influence on Futurist art and theory, “helped redirect
philosophical inquiry back toward the body as intertwined with consciousness” while defending
action over contemplation.10 In Matière et mémoire: Essai sur la Relation du Corps a l’esprit
(Matter and Memory: Essay on the Relation of Body and Spirit), first published in 1896 and
translated into Italian in 1889, Bergson claimed that the body was the ground of all our
perceptions: “My body is that which stands out as the center of these perceptions.”11
Subsequently, Georges Bataille (1897–1962) extolled the acephalic (headless), and hence,
sightless and anti-rational, body in his journal, Acéphale, published between 1936–39 (fig. 2).
After World War II, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961) expressed the diminishing faith in an
ontology of vision, discussing at length the relation between touch and bodily awareness in his
highly influential, 1945 study, Phénoménologie de la perception (Phenomenology of
Perception). According to Merleau-Ponty, it is by touch that we intuit the physical nature of
8
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perception: “Not only do I use my fingers and my whole body as a single organ, but also, thanks
to this unity of the body, the tactile perceptions gained through an organ are immediately
translated into the language of the rest . . . Each contact of an object with part of our objective
body is, therefore, in reality a contact with the whole of the present or possible phenomenal
body.”12
“Haptic” and “tactile” are two terms frequently used in discussions of touch. Within the
history of art, haptic describes qualities in artistic representation that invokes the interplay of
vision and touch. Relatedly, by the early twentieth century, due to the influence of psychologist
William James on Bernard Berenson, the term “tactile values” came into widespread use in
aesthetic theory, referring to the ways in which three-dimensional form could be conjured and
perceived on a two-dimensional surface. In other disciplines, such as cognitive psychology, the
haptic refers to touch more broadly and to multiple sensory systems including the kinesthetic and
cutaneous. The kinesthetic system derives information from the movement of the body and
limbs, relating to sensations in muscles, tendons, and joints, whereas the cutaneous system relies
on the skin to receive information about pressure, temperature, and pain. Tactile perception, in
turn, is understood to gather information from the cutaneous system, specifically from sensory
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receptors embedded in the skin.13 The Futurist exploration of touch involved both the haptic and
the tactile (the Italian word tattile covers both), drawing on sources across disciplines.

Pedagogical Reforms of Early Childhood Education
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Swiss-born French philosopher (1712–1778), postulated that
sense experience was the basis of all knowledge and that a child must learn to use the senses. In
Émile, ou de l’éducation (Emile, or on Education), 1762, Rousseau’s treatise on education, he
wrote of the primacy of touch in learning: “our first teachers in natural philosophy are our feet,
hands, and eyes.”14 Claiming that “sense experiences are the raw material of thought,”15
Rousseau elaborated on the innate tendency of a child to understand the world through touch:
He wants to touch and handle everything; do not check these movements which teach
him invaluable lessons. Thus he learns to perceive the heat, cold, hardness, softness,
weight, or lightness of bodies, to judge their size and shape and all their physical
properties, by looking, feeling, listening, and, above all, by comparing sight and touch, by
judging with the eye what sensation they would cause to his hand.16
In writing on education, Rousseau considered early childhood development to be essential for the
betterment of society. Embracing all the senses led to a fully realized individual and, moreover, a
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good citizen: “To live is not merely to breath, it is to act. It is to make use of our organs, of our
senses, of our faculties, of all the powers which bear witness to us of our own existence.”17
Childhood educators Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827) and Friedrich Froebel
(1782–1852) applied Rousseau’s ideas in the classroom. A Swiss reformer, Pestalozzi
maintained that education was the right of every individual, including the poorest children who
traditionally had been excluded. His progressive, democratic convictions reinforced his holistic
approach: he insisted that education should develop “the head, the heart, and the hands.”
Pestalozzi believed that all thinking began with the accurate observation and handling of
concrete objects, asserting in 1801 that “sense-impression” (Anschauung) was “the absolute
foundation of all actual knowledge.”18 In 1805, Pestalozzi established a boarding school for
children at Yverdon, Switzerland, where he applied his methodology of empirical sensory
learning through object lessons. The Yverdon Institute became well-known and drew
international students, most notably Froebel, who built upon Pestalozzi’s methods when he
opened the first Kindergarten in Blankenburg, Germany, in 1837.
Frobel devised a sequential and cumulative approach using objects, or what he called
“gifts,” to stimulate exploration, creativity, and learning through directed play. The technique
consists of a total of twenty gifts, bundled in a specified order.19 For example, the first gift is
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comprised of six small yarn balls, each in a solid hue (red, blue, yellow, violet, green, and
orange), and is intended to develop elemental discernment in distinguishing form and color
through guided exercises of association and separation (figs. 3, 4). Additionally, each soft,
compressible ball has a string with a small loop attached so that tiny hands can pull the colorful
sphere along a flat surface or twirl it about a finger, thereby facilitating a child’s discovery of
movement and motion (fig. 5).20 The second gift is composed of a wooden sphere, cylinder, and
cube (fig. 6). These solid forms are intended to be held by a young student so that they may learn
by comparison how the forms are interrelated and how they differ. The inclusion of strings and
dowels allow for further manipulation. A child can thread the string through small wire loops on
the planes and edges of the objects to hang them from strings or swing them through space (fig.
7). The long thin dowels can be pushed through small channels bisecting the wooden masses,
making something like a top to be spun.21
Froebel promoted his pedagogy in his weekly self-published paper, Ein Sonntagsblatt für
Gleichgesinnte (Sunday Paper for Like-Minded People), as early as 1838–40, which included
comprehensive diagrams for the first five gifts, showing how a child’s hand could interact with
and manipulate the objects (see fig. 7).22 By 1850, he had outlined a “System of Gifts and
20
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Occupations,” similar to the one later implemented in kindergartens.23 According to Norman
Brosterman, Froebel, however, “never emphasized the distinction between the gifts and
occupations.”24 Instead, it was his successors, following the pedagogue’s death in 1852, who
codified them, deeming the first nine gifts as pertaining to the development of a child’s design
skills, while the remaining gifts, or “occupations” are geared more towards the cultivation of
craft skills. Brosterman explains, “Generally speaking, the first nine gifts—primarily wood forms
for design work—were not altered by use. Numbers ten through twenty (with exceptions) were
materials for more craftlike [sic] occupations, for example, paper that might be cut into
‘snowflakes’ or folded like origami.”25
Members of the avant-garde with a background in pedagogical training, including
Benedetta, as well as Johannes Itten and Joseph Albers at the Bauhaus, would have certainly
been aware of the Froebel gifts. The “hand exercises” originally described by the German
pedagogue were widely disseminated. For example, instructive illustrations are included in Die
Pädagogik des Kindergartens (The Pedagogy of Kindergarten) published posthumously in 1862
as well as in Paradise of Childhood written by Edward Wiebé and published by Milton Bradley
in 1869 (figs. 8, 9). Froebel’s gifts were packaged and distributed throughout Germany and, in
the years following 1869, Milton Bradley began producing and marketing them as educational
toys in the United States (fig. 10).26 As Brosterman explains, “While these play objects—balls,
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blocks, sticks, paper, pencils, and clay—were not in themselves new, the integrated educational
method in which they were used was, and radically so.”27
Maria Montessori (1870–1952) drew on Froebel’s teachings and those of FrenchAmerican psychiatrist Édouard Séguin (1812–1880), integrating their methods across disciplines,
including medicine and anthropology (figs. 11, 12).28 Trained as a physician, she was among the
first female doctors in Italy and initially worked in medical-pedagogic institutions where socalled “deficient” children were supervised by medical staff. It was in this setting that she
observed a direct correlation between sensory discrimination and higher cognitive function and,
consequently, developed her approach to the education of all children, whether “degenerate” or
“normal,” that is, to educate first the senses, and then the intellect. Further, Montessori insisted it
was education methods in schools, not treatment in hospitals, that would alleviate development
lags. Advocating for reform, Montessori saw public education as a matter of political economy
and social progress, which included, “the emancipation of woman, the protection of maternity
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and of the child.”29 For Montessori, a champion of the women’s movement, the education and
health of children was interconnected with the improvement of women’s rights and equality.30
Montessori emphasized self-directed learning with didactic apparatuses, to refine sensory
discrimination, small motor skills, and language development (figs. 14–17). These apparatuses
included “dressing-frames for the development of the co-ordinated [sic] movements of the
fingers, solid geometric insets consisting of a series of cylinders of varying proportions; a series
of blocks, color boxes, plane geometric insets, cylindrical sounds boxes, and alphabet boxes.”31
She published numerous texts on childhood pedagogy, including several major books prior to
1920 that were translated (most often from the original Italian) and circulated widely. Of these, Il
Metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica applicato all’educazione infantile nelle Casa Dei Bambini
(The Montessori Method: Scientific Pedagogy as Applied to Child Education in “The Children’s
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Houses”) was profoundly influential (fig. 13). First published in Italy in 1909, it was
subsequently translated into English in 1912 and in German the following year.32
The scientific community commended Montessori’s contributions, although frequently
qualified by, and even contingent, upon her gender. In the introduction to the English translation
of The Montessori Method, Harvard Professor Henry W. Holmes deemed Montessori’s
achievements, “remarkable, if for no other reason, because it represents the constructive efforts
of a woman. We have no other example of an educational system—original in its systematic
wholeness and practical application—worked out and inaugurated by the feminine mind and
hand. It is remarkable also because it springs from a combination of womanly sympathy and . . .
scientific training.”33 Indeed, as we will see, it was a female Futurist, Benedetta, trained as an
elementary school teacher by 1917, who introduced the therapeutic and aesthetic delights of
Montessori’s sensory training “tablets” to her future husband F.T. Marinetti, with whom she
invented the new art of tattilismo.

The Senses in Art History: Haptic Vision
The prioritizing of the visual as the dominant, and most intellectual, sense has been
upheld within art history since the origins of the discipline in the late nineteenth century.34 For
32
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example, in his 1915 Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Principles of Art History), Heinrich
Wölfflin (1864–1945) espoused an approach rooted in the comparative visual analysis of
styles.35 Nonetheless, theories on the role of touch in visual acuity became more widespread,
most notably with Bernard Berenson (1865–1959), who emphasized that stimulating the tactile
sense was essential to the perception of “life-likeness,” or solid form, in pictorial
representation.36 Influenced by the perceptual psychology of William James (1842–1910) and
contemporary German aesthetics, Berenson’s early writings manifest an attentiveness to the
interplay of the eye and the hand in the making and viewing of art. In his influential book, The
Florentine Painters of the Renaissance, 1896, Berenson wrote: “This intimate realization of an
object comes to us only when we unconsciously translate our retinal impressions of it into
ideated sensations of touch, pressure, and grasp—hence the phrase ‘tactile values.’”37 He
continued, “The essential in the art of painting . . . is somehow to stimulate our consciousness of
tactile values, so that the picture shall have at least as much power as the object represented, to
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appeal to our tactile imagination.”38 The beholder’s apprehension of three-dimensional solids on
a two-dimensional support depended on “feeling” the edges and textures and “grasping” the
forms.
Berenson put forth a theory of aesthetics that, as Mary Calo has summarized, unites “the
proto-formalist view that visual images can be analyzed and broken down into experiential
components such as sensations of touch, movement, and space, with a loose understanding of the
empathy principle, the projection of human feeling into an object or situation suggest that visual
images can be analyzed.”39 In fact, Berenson “presupposed the possibility that one could explain
aesthetic pleasure by correctly identifying sensations produced by art and then linking them with
specific formal elements.”40
Berenson’s early training with William James at Harvard in the mid-1880s shaped his
thinking about aesthetics in relation to experienced sensations and identifiable psychological or
physiological responses. Credited with founding the formal study of psychology in the United
States, James was an original thinker working across disciplines, at a time when that university
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was at the forefront of curricular reform.41 Rachel Cohen writes: “With James, Berenson would
have taken ‘Logic and Psychology.’ James had begun teaching the material that he would
develop into the twelve-hundred page Principles of Psychology, published in 1890; both his
lectures and the later book were to exert a powerful influence on Berenson’s ideas about
aesthetics.”42 James postulated that “aesthetic emotion” is “connected to sensation and that visual
perception is linked to tactile and motor experiences.”43 In his copy of Principles of Philosophy,
Berenson annotated James’s passages on “tactile imagination” and subsequently introduced the
phrase “tactile values” as a means of “understanding the formal qualities of a painting—their
shapes, the contours of which you could also seem to touch.”44 The older, much-admired
professor was a friend and supporter of the young art historian. James reviewed the Florentine
Painters in the journal Science, claiming it to be the “first attempt” at employing “elementary
psychological categories” for the “interpretation of higher works of art.”45
Berenson’s thinking was also influenced by German artists including sculptor Adolf
Hildebrand (1847–1921), who, like the American art historian, was living in Italy at the time.46

41

James was instrumental in establishing Harvard’s psychology department. A leading intellectual, he
conducted research on sensation and perception early in his career and following “his belief in the
connection between mind and body led him to develop what has become known as the James-Lange
Theory of emotion, which posits that human experience of emotion arises from physiological changes in
response to external events.” See “William James” profile on Harvard University, Department of
Psychology’s website: https://psychology.fas.harvard.edu/people/william-james.
42

Rachel Cohen, Bernard Berenson: A Life in the Picture Trade (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 2013), 38.
43

Ibid., 104–105.

44

Ibid.

45

James quoted in Ernest Samuels, Bernard Berenson: The Making of a Connoisseur (Cambridge, MA:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1979), 58, cited in ibid.
46

Hildebrand was living in Florence while Bernard Berenson and Mary Smith Costelloe frequently
resided in Florence, where they enjoyed spending time with fellow members of the expatriate community,

16

Berenson read Hildebrand’s Das Problem der Form in der bildenden Kunst (The Problem of
Form in the Figurative Arts), published in 1893. The ideas that Hildebrand presented in this
small pamphlet marked a radical departure from earlier theories of art because instead of
focusing on the finished art object he centered on artistic process. He distinguished between two
types of viewing, Nahbild (“near image” or “near view”), utilized when viewing objects at closerange, and Fernbild (“distant” seeing), when viewing objects at a distance. He further described
Nahbild, as a kind of “kinesthetic” seeing because its “continual movement of the glance is akin
to examining the object by touching it [Abtasten].”47 Hildebrand underscored that sight together
with the memory of touch worked in forming spatial perception.48 Both Hildebrand and
Berenson emphasized the analysis of perceptual data as the basis for the creation and
appreciation of art. They concurred that that the artist’s primary task was to create a “convincing
impression of three-dimensionality and that our enjoyment of art was linked to the viewer’s
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apprehension of mass and space.”49 Tactile values in visual representation gave form to retinal
sensations.
Although Berenson focused on Italian Renaissance art in his writing, he witnessed the
development of modernism and was a great admirer of Paul Cézanne (1839–1906), whose
broken brushwork and irregular perspective and light/dark modelling appeared to realize tangible
form coalescing in the eye of the beholder.50 In a passage from The Central Italian Painters of
the Renaissance, 1897, Berenson was among the first writers in English to recognize the artist’s
exquisite ability to portray the sky, endowing it with “tactile values as perfect as Michelangelo
has given them to the human figure.”51 The theory of tactile values, in others words, linked the
art of the early Italian renaissance to modernist formalism, and in doing so presupposed a
universalist aesthetics based on the science of perceptual psychology.
Berenson’s emphasis on tactility had profound influence in Italy: he was not only
extolling the primacy of Italian painting in the Western tradition, but also made his expatriate
home in Florence, the city which housed La Voce, the leading Italian cultural journal of the time.
La Voce published articles by several writers associated with Futurism, such as Ardengo Soffici,
who promulgated Berenson’s ideas and his term “tactile values.” In addition to Soffici, the
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American’s ideas were followed (and his books reviewed) by other contemporary Italian art
historians, such as Adolfo Venturi, and by the young critics Roberto Longhi and Emilio Cecchi,
both of whom came to be champions of Umberto Boccioni. Not by chance, Boccioni took up the
concept of “valori plastici” (plastic values)—a reiteration of “tactile values”—in his painting and
sculpture. Valori Plastici, in turn, became the title of the most influential Italian art journal in the
years 1918–1922, one no longer affiliated with Futurism but one that acknowledged that
movement’s importance in isolating the representation and perception of tactile form. The
writings of Berenson and Hildebrand on the haptic in art not only had an impact on Italian
intellectuals, but on American, British, and European avant-gardes for decades to follow.52
The writings of Austrian art historian Aloïs Riegl (1858–1905) also evidenced a concern
with the reciprocity between vision and touch. Riegl’s 1901 publication, Spätrömische
Kunstindustrie (Late Roman Art Industry), informed debates within interwar German visual
culture and his optical-tactile dyad was crucial to Bauhaus discourse of the 1920s.53 Riegl
established opposing, yet interconnected, perceptual modes: close-range tactile perception, or the
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haptic (Nahsicht) and long-distance, disembodied viewing, or the optical (Fernsicht).54 Although
Riegl ultimately privileged optical perception, he acknowledges the extent to which these terms
are intertwined. Riegl, as Bauhaus scholar T’ai Smith has described, thus, “lays out an opposition
between two sensory modes only to show how they are interdependent aspects of perception.
And just as tactility is the necessary precursor to an optical mode in the history of art, so, too,
touch is a physiological precursor to vision within the framework of our perception of space.”55

The Avant-garde and Touch
It was within this climate marked by an interest in touch and integrating the senses that
Futurism developed a tactile art. It was the first, but not the only avant-garde movement to
address the aesthetics of touch and draw on early childhood education. The Bauhaus, though
geared toward industrial design, was based on the tradition of workshop apprenticeships and
founded as a pedagogical institution.56 The Swiss-born Johannes Itten (1888–1967), who
implemented and taught the Bauhaus preliminary course curriculum from 1920 to 1923, was
trained as schoolteacher and well versed in the theories of Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Froebel, and
Montessori. In striking concurrence with Futurist tattilismo, Itten’s students participated in
exercises where they closed their eyes and explored varying textures with their fingertips.
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The emphasis on touch was further developed by Hungarian László Moholy-Nagy
(1895–1946) and Josef Albers (1888–1976), both of whom subsequently taught the preliminary
course. An elementary school teacher for over ten years, Albers was familiar with the theories of
Pestalozzi and focused on refining sensory perception and “learning by doing.” Moholy-Nagy, a
photographer who prized the medium for its pure opticality, nonetheless conducted “tactility
exercises” (Tastübungen) and instructed students to create touch panels (Tasttafeln). He argued
for the primary role of touch in all sense perception in his Von Material zu Architektur of 1929
(widely known in English as The New Vision), where he duly noted Marinetti’s manifesto on
tattilismo.
It was the Yugoslavian Otti Berger (1898–1944) who most concertedly explored the
artistic qualities of touch, beginning with the tactile panel that she created in Moholy-Nagy’s
preliminary course in 1928–29 (fig. 18). Although an earlier generation of weavers at the
Bauhaus, including Gunta Stölz (1897–1983) and Anni Albers (1899–1994), used the word
“haptic” to describe the properties of textiles, Berger stressed the “tactile” as the preeminent
quality and experience of fabric.57 She wrote in 1930 that a “cloth should be grasped” with the
hands and that “the value of fabric should above all be recognized tactilely, through the sense of
touch. The understanding of a cloth can just as well be felt with the hands, as a color can be with
the eyes, or a sound can be in the ear.”58 She sought to elevate weaving to the realm of paintings
and architecture, as well as differentiate the medium through a specifically tactile theory and
identity.
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For the Bauhaus instructors, however, the tactility exercises in the preliminary course
were not ends in themselves, nor did they view tactile art as constituting a new form of artistic
expression.59 Instead, this training was understood as an essential precursory step in developing
the optical sense of perception. Berger’s efforts remained siloed in the material of fabric and art
of weaving, and no major Bauhaus exponent of painting or sculpture created art to be touched as
did the Futurists.60
The Bauhaus was an interwar phenomenon, forced to shutter its classrooms with the
ascent of the Nazis in 1933. Only Futurism persistently investigated and promoted a tactile art
from before the Great War through the end of World War II, as this thesis documents. Founded
in 1909 by Marinetti, the Futurist movement sought to eradicate stagnant traditions. A literary
and political avant-garde at first, and secondarily a style in art, the movement was
interdisciplinary and united by a radical, nationalistic ideology. Proclaiming a symbiosis between
art and life, the Futurists sought new modes of engagement in their attempt to heighten
awareness of sensory perceptions and, hence, aestheticize quotidian reality.
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Chapter One provides a brief background of the Futurist movement and addresses the
radical changes in art making wrought by Cubist collage. The incorporation of heterogeneous
scraps and found objects into a work of fine art inherently invoked the sense of touch: the idea
that these extraneous things had been cut and pasted by many other hands and the tactile
sensations of their irregular, unsmooth and textured, non-organic surfaces. The Futurists were
keenly aware of the innovations of the Parisian avant-garde, and directly influenced by Cubism.
Boccioni, especially, was obsessively competitive with Picasso and Braque, “whom he admired
privately and frequently criticized publicly.”61 Inspired, in part, by his visits to the French capital
in the fall of 1911 and again in February or March of 1912 (during the latter of which he possibly
saw Braque’s early paper sculptures in the artist’s studio), Boccioni elaborated a new theory of
environmental sculpture that pushed his idea of an emphatically physical “plastic dynamism”
beyond the limits of the two-dimensional canvas into real space. Boccioni’s 1912 “Manifesto
tecnico della scultura futurista” (Technical Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture) and his 1913 series
of highly experimental assemblages made with found objects and materials are discussed in this
chapter. Though largely misunderstood by critics, these sculptures were celebrated by the
Futurists, including Marinetti, who cited the work as a precedent to his later development of
tattilismo. In this thesis, Boccioni figures as the precursor, in theory and in practice, to the
Futurists’ aesthetics of touch.
Chapter Two turns to the elaboration of Futurist tattilismo by Marinetti and Benedetta
after World War I. Early in 1921, Marinetti provocatively announced the Futurist invention of
the “Art of Touch,” in a performance in Paris (just as he had launched the founding “Manifesto
of Futurism” in 1909 in the pages of the Le Figaro). In two manifestos “Il Tattilismo. Manifesto
61
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Futurista” (“Tactilism: A Futurist Manifesto”; 1921) and “Tattilismo: Alla scoperta di nuovi
sensi” (“Tactilism: Toward the Discovery of New Senses”; 1923–1924), he argued for a novel
art form that would revolutionize perception by prompting participants to feel with their hands,
distinguishing a variety of different materials and textures, and thus experience an artwork
through touch alone. In addition to the two texts, Marinetti and Benedetta realized actual
artworks, or tactile panels, including Sudan-Parigi (Sudan-Paris), 1921, which Marinetti debuted
at the 1921 performance (fig. 50). For the Futurist founder, the interest in touch was a direct
response to trench warfare, specifically the lack of sight in the dark subterranean tunnels as well
as the temporary loss of vision from mustard gas and permanent blindness caused by injury. In
the first treatise, Marinetti recalled his personal experience in the “dugout amid the trenches of
Gorizia in 1917,” as the moment when he made his “first tactile experiments.”62Although solely
authored by Marinetti, tattilismo was a collaboration with his new wife, the artist Benedetta, and
owed directly to the sensory discrimination exercises of Maria Montessori, as well as to
therapeutic interventions for blinded and traumatized soldiers. The season of Futurist tattilismo
and sensitized touch was also one that valorized the feminine qualities of empathy, sensuality,
and intersubjectivity.
The third and final chapter considers the culmination of the Futurist exploration of touch
in Enrico Prampolini’s theory and practice of arte polimaterica, through which he sought to
merge the tactile and the optical. Working across diverse mediums and genres throughout his
long career as a Futurist, Prampolini developed a concept of polimaterismo (polymaterialism)
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that emphasized the inherent physical—and psychological—properties of the materials within his
compositions. Although not intended to be touched, his collages exploited the tangible and
beckoned the feeling hand through the variety and juxtaposition of textures and colors, with their
associative thermal qualities. During the interwar period and beyond, he forged relationships
with the international avant-garde, including artists of the Bauhaus and the Dada, Surrealist, and
Constructivist movements. Akin to certain Surrealist methods, Prampolini used highly textured
materials and biomorphic shapes in tandem to stimulate the viewer’s unconscious associations.
Lastly, and perhaps most significantly, he wrote an important treatise on the subject, Arte
polimaterica (Verso un’arte collettiva?) (Polymaterial Art [Towards a New Collective Art?]),
which has been understudied outside of Italy because it was published in 1944, at the end of
Italy’s disastrous participation and humiliation in World War II. Prampolini survived the war,
and his person, his artwork, and his treatise comprised an important link between historic
Futurism and the postwar Italian avant-garde.63
The case of the Futurist engagement with touch proved not only a significant contribution
to the development of the haptic within art, that is, cultivating a projected sense of touch within
artworks experienced visually, but also to the use of unconventional, highly textured materials
and real objects in works of art—innovative choices that even surpassed the radical papers of
Cubist collage in their tangibility and lack of refinement. Indeed, Futurism was the first
movement to theorize and create works of art based on the direct touching versus viewing from a
distance. In doing so, they bridged a gap in perceptions, between fine art and everyday things.
They subverted the “distinctions between pictorial, sculptural, verbal, and other forms of
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expression.”64 Tactile art provided a vital strategy with which to investigate the essence of matter
and cognition—even consciousness—and as such, was integral to the Futurists’ desire to merge
life and art.
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Chapter 1: Umberto Boccioni’s “Plastic” Dynamism and Tactile Sculpture
On February 20, 1909, F.T. Marinetti’s founding manifesto of Futurism appeared on the
front cultural page of the Parisian daily Le Figaro (fig. 19). The manifesto announced a new
aesthetic based on provocation and performance, glorifying industry, war, and the machine.
Marinetti, an established writer, critic, publisher, and cultural impresario, first published the
manifesto as a two-page leaflet in his Italian journal Poesia (which, following the release of the
manifesto in the February–March 1909 issue, carried the subtitle “Mouthpiece of Futurism”) and,
drawing on his sizable inheritance, sent the text to a large number of international newspapers
and journals to orchestrate a resounding critical response.65 Combining the “political and literary
manifesto with the audacious sell of advertising,” Marinetti seized attention with his provocative
words and savvy marketing tactics.66 By the end of 1909, broad sections of Italian society, not
just the cultural elite, had become aware of the Futurist movement, and he gathered a core group
of five artists to further its cause: Giacomo Balla, Umberto Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi Russolo,
and Gino Severini.
Marinetti and the Futurists continued to elucidate their ideas through the publication of
countless manifestos, the writing of which was an art form in itself. Although their declamatory
prose often obscured the actual innovations of the movement, the Futurists’ theoretical writings,
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art, and politics were deeply interconnected. As Maria Elena Versari has expressed, “the
interaction between theorization and realization, between defining artistic principles and creating
artworks that embody them, is a central component, if not truly the core, of Futurism as an avantgarde movement.”67 Identified by poet and art critic Guillaume Apollinaire as the “theoretician”
of the Futurist school, Boccioni spearheaded the effort to write the initial treatises about its
revolutionary goals for the visual arts in the 1910s.68 While working to articulate a novel
theoretical language that could support their aims for painting, for instance, “making real, plastic,
and concrete . . . what had previously been considered to be incorporeal, immalleable, [sic] and
invisible,” Boccioni himself realized a body of new work.69 His theory of plastic dynamism,
elaborated first in sculpture then in painting (although he would later recount otherwise) resulted
in a group of sculptural constructions that explored the physical relationship between objects and
the surrounding space, while exploiting the tactile effects of materials.70
To a degree, Boccioni was influenced by the Cubists and Parisian avant-garde, whose
collages and sculptures he eventually saw firsthand when he visited the French capital (in
February or March of 1912).71 But he was also affected by the Italian reception of Bernard
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Berenson’s theories of tactile values and the broader period interest in capturing multiple
sensations in a static work of art, leading to a more corporeal engagement on the part of the
viewer. In this thesis, Boccioni figures as a transitional figure between theory and practice,
between the growing interest in artwork that embodied actual sensations beyond the visual
(witnessed in other Futurist manifesto that sought to incorporate sound and smell), and the
realization of a tactile and multi-material (polimaterico) art in Italy after World War I.72
Shortly after joining the movement in February 1910, Boccioni signed, and largely wrote,
the first “Manifesto dei pittori futuristi” (Manifesto of the Futurist Painters, February 11, 1910),
which proclaimed “the necessary renovation of all artistic expression.”73 This text was swiftly
followed by another, “Manifesto tecnico della pittura futurista” (Futurist Painting: Technical
Manifesto), published on April 11, 1910. In greater detail, this text called upon painting to
incorporate movement and the surrounding environment, breaking open the contours of things in
kinesthetic effects.”74 Influenced by the ideas of Henri Bergson, Boccioni understood the new
reality that solid masses were not static and impenetrable but rather part of an organic flux within
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the continuum of matter.75 Thus, the manifesto described objects in motion, acting upon and
modified by other, adjacent objects: “our bodies penetrate the sofas upon which we sit, and the
sofas penetrate our bodies.”76
Along with the interpenetration of things, the Futurists sought to depict the “dynamic
sensation,” demoting the optical sense (as had Bergson, by revealing all that the naked eye could
not see) by giving new emphasis to multiple sensory experiences and synesthesia.77 Though
drawing from Neo-Impressionist color theory, for example, Boccioni applied cutaneous
sensations to color: “it will be discovered our flesh is shining with yellow, that its red blazes, and
that green, blue, and violet dance upon it with untold charms, voluptuous and caressing.”78
Metaphors of sound also became instrumental to their prose, pictorial style, and subject matter:
“The time has passed for our sensations in painting to be whispered. We will make them sing and
shout on our canvases, which will sound forth deafening and triumphant flourishes.”79 Most
notably, the technical manifesto asserted that the sensations of a painting needed to project
beyond the confines of the canvas into the space of, and encompassing, the viewer: “We shall put
the spectator in the center of the picture.”80 Boccioni would eventually literalize this idea with
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assemblages of actual intersecting objects that broke with the traditional monolithic form and
closed contours of a carved or cast sculpture.81
In 1912, Boccioni authored the “Manifesto tecnico della scultura futurista” (Technical
Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture; fig. 20).82 It was in this influential text that Boccioni first
introduced the notion of plasticity, describing it in relation to three-dimensional representation
and sculptural values, and most explicitly addressed his interest in a tactile art form: “Sculpture
must therefore make objects live, by rendering their extension into space tangible, systematic,
and plastic.”83 He advocated for a new approach to sculpture “using all elements of reality in
order to rediscover the basic elements of plastic sensitivity.”84 The latter term, “plastic
sensitivity,” I argue, reveals the artist’s knowledge of contemporary theories of the haptic, that is,
creating art that explores how visual perception is linked to tactile and motor experiences.
Whereas in his painting, Boccioni relied on painterly techniques already introduced by Cezanne,
and exploited by the Cubists, to create palpable solids amidst a flux of dissolving color and
brushwork, as with Dinamismo di un calciatore (Dynamism of a Soccer Player, 1913), the
pursuit of plastic sensitivity in sculpture led him to highly experimental assemblages that
incorporated nontraditional yet familiar, everyday materials to stimulate the tactile imagination
and emphasize the tangible nature of the work in space (fig. 21).
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Critical here is the etymology of the word “plastic” and the tactile values it implies, for it
owed to Berenson’s ideas, if not directly, then through the writings of Ardengo Soffici (1879–
1964) who, having witnessed the development of Cubism while living in Paris (1900–1907),
would become a painter and a member of the Florentine branch of Futurism in the years before
World War I.85 In his prescient 1911 La Voce article on the Cubism of Braque and Picasso,
Soffici followed Berenson’s theories in proclaiming that “the visual perception of the real has as
much to do with sight as with sense of touch.”86 Soffici argued that Picasso deemphasized the
optical effect of Impressionism and instead drew on his tactile memory of the object, by
incorporating “what an American aesthete, Berenson, calls ‘tactile values.’”87
Soffici divulged the term “plastic,” as in the haptic qualities of painting, in Italian avantgarde circles, as with his 1913 article, “Necessità di un nuovo linguaggio per la critica d’arte”
(“The Need for a New Language for Art Criticism”). The critic commented, “a painter’s world is
not just a fantastic world but also—and, we might add, primarily—a plastic one, just like the
musician’s is a world of sounds. And we will never be able to reveal the true essence of this
world unless we use a language, a vocabulary, that makes people feel and understand the specific
qualities of plastic art.”88 In correspondence with Soffici that same year, Boccioni complained
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that the French incorrectly appropriated the term, saying that they “don’t see the plastic issue in
its totality, as we have always seen it.”89
Notably, Boccioni also employed Berenson’s phrase—“tactile values”—in the second
manuscript of his book, Pittura scultura futuriste (Dinamismo plastico) (Futurist Painting
Sculpture [Plastic Dynamism]), which would be published at the beginning of 1914 by
Marinetti’s Edizioni futuriste di “Poesia” (fig. 22). Boccioni ultimately preferred the term
“plastic” in favor of “tactile,” crossing out the latter in his draft to replace it with the former to
arrive at “plastic values.”90 His book was the first attempt to systematize Futurist artistic theory
and contained “a selection of Futurist manifestos and articles, a list of all the movement’s
manifestos published until 1913, a catalog of Futurist artworks exhibited in Europe between
1912 and 1913, and photographs of 51 paintings and sculptures by the main Futurist artists.”91
Boccioni’s text that accompanied this anthology engaged directly with the contemporary
development of modern art, incorporating a range of sources, including Cubist precedents.
Indeed, the Futurist artist’s formulation of plastic dynamism and particularly his material
experimentation in sculpture relied upon advancements made by his “friends in France.”
By the autumn of 1912 Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque were experimenting with the
inclusion of scraps of newspaper and pieces of printed faux bois wallpaper in their papier collés
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(collages made of pasted papers), introducing banal realities of everyday life into their pictures
(figs. 23–25). Like Boccioni, the Cubists were also interested in an art of tactile presence, even
before collage. In his earliest Cubist paintings and in reaction against Impressionism, “Braque
rejected a purely optical mode of representation and sought instead an art concerned with volume
and the tangible space between objects,” as Christine Poggi has explained.92 Soffici had made
this reaction plain in his 1911 La Voce article: “One of the strongest reasons to oppose the theory
of Impressionism was the fact that Impressionism was incapable of rendering the corporeal
quality of things.”93 Decades later, Braque reiterated: “in nature there is a tactile space, I would
say almost a manual space. Moreover, I have written: ‘When a still life is no longer within reach
of the hand, it ceases to be a still life.’. . . For me this corresponds to the desire that I have always
had to touch the thing and not only see it.”94
In the fall of 1912, Braque created his earliest (and perhaps the first Cubist) papier collé,
Fruit Dish and Glass, incorporating imitation wood grain wallpaper into the surface (see fig.
25).95 Both a signifier or stand-in for the actual thing (wood) as well as the literal use of a massproduced and traditionally non-art material (manufactured wallpaper), Braque’s gesture with
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tangible scraps of matter confounds a viewer’s perception of space within the picture plane,
conflating figure and ground, while also appealing to touch because of its cut and pasted
materiality and “thingness.” Braque later recalled, “It was this very strong taste for material itself
that led me to consider the possibilities of material. I wanted to make touch a form of material.”96
As mentioned earlier, for Boccioni’s part, according to Poggi, “it is possible that he may have
seen Braque’s painted paper reliefs during his visits to the artist’s studio early in February or
March 1912,” which would have only fueled his insatiable experimental desire.97
Boccioni first articulated his concerns about sculpture in the aforementioned “Manifesto
tecnico della scultura futurista” (Technical Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture), which was initially
released as a leaflet at the end of the summer of 1912 (although it is dated April 11, 1912). He
republished the text in French (“Manifeste technique de la sculpture futuriste”) in the catalogue
for his first exhibition of sculpture, 1re Exposition de sculpture futuriste du peintre et sculpteur
futuriste Boccioni, at the Galerie la Boëtie in Paris the following summer, and then again in
Italian that winter when the show traveled to Rome in December 1913 (figs. 26, 27). Heralding
the production of a “sculpture of environment” in the manifesto, the artist proclaimed in bold
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type: “Let’s open up the figure and let it enclose the environment.”98 Boccioni deprecated the
use of a single material, especially the “traditional dignity of marble or bronze” and instead
championed the varied and mundane, specifying “that even twenty different types of material can
be used in a single work of art in order to achieve its plastic feeling. To mention a few examples:
glass, wood, cardboard, iron, cement, hair, leather, cloth, mirrors, eclectic lights, and so on.”99
Among his conclusions, he declared, “We must deny sculpture any aim of veristic, episodic
reconstruction, and we must affirm instead the absolute necessity of using all realities in order to
return to the essential elements of plastic sensibility.”100 He continued, “Therefore, perceiving
bodies and their parts as plastic zones, in a Futurist sculptural composition, we’ll use wooden or
metal planes, immobile or mechanically mobile, in order to depict an object; hairy spherical
forms for the hair, glass semicircles for a vase, iron wires and grids to depict an atmospheric
plane, etc., etc.”101 In the manifesto, Boccioni regarded sculpture as a field that had hitherto not
progressed, calling it a “monstrous anachronism.” Consequently, it was ripe for innovation,
which could be achieved by attending to the haptic and plastic in new ways. Drawing on the
Futurist conception of the interpenetration of planes (first proclaimed in the “Manifesto tecnico
della pittura futurista,” 1910), he announced, “We must start from the central nucleus of the
object that we want to create. . . . The new plastic art will therefore be the translation in plaster,
bronze, glass, wood, and whatever other material, of the atmospheric planes that connect and
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intersect things,” thereby making “objects live, by rendering their extension into space
tangible.”102
Following the initial release of his text at the end of the summer of 1912, Boccioni
experimented with such disparate things and textures of the everyday in some three assemblages
that he debuted in Paris at the Galerie la Boëtie, from June 20 to July 16, 1913. Although no
longer extant, the exhibited works included Fusione di una testa e di una finestra (Fusion of a
Head and a Window), 1912–13, Testa + casa + luce (Head + House + Light), 1912–13, and
Sintesi del dinamismo umano (Synthesis of Human Dynamism), 1913—plaster sculptures
integrating real objects (figs. 28–30). While not composed of intersecting heterogeneous
materials, he also showed several sculptures made solely of plaster (or at least outwardly so),
including the heaving, faceted bust, Antigrazioso (Antigraceful), 1913 (plaster original intact;
posthumously cast in bronze in 1950) and, among several striding figures, Forme uniche della
continuità nello spazio (Unique Forms of Continuity in Space), 1913 (plaster original still extant;
several brass and bronze casts were since made in ca. 1933 and ca. 1950, thanks to the efforts of
Marinetti and Benedetta; figs. 31–35).103 These striding figures—his now iconic Forme uniche
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della continuità nello spazio among them—represent, above all, a body in movement, so much
so that the silhouette is blurred by wind and speed, synthesizing, in a single material (somewhat
ironically, considering his written disavowal of a single material), the artist’s interest in
kinesthetic experience. Shortly after the 1913 exhibition, Boccioni created the multi-material
Dinamismo di un cavallo in corsa + case (Dynamism of a Speeding Horse + Houses), 1915,
made of wood, cardboard, metal, and paint (fig. 37). The latter is the only surviving assemblage
per se and it is the most abstract.104
Through a startling combination of various textures and objects, including common yet
contrasting surfaces like wood and braided hair that are familiar to one’s sense of touch, though
unfamiliar in jarring juxtaposition, let alone in the context of fine art sculpture, the mixed-media
works engaged the spectator in new ways, enticing the eye to work in tandem with a continuous
projection of the hand across contours of the materials, made tangible by virtue of memory and
daily experience of things smooth and prickly, soft and pliable, rough and uneven.
In Fusione di una testa e di una finestra (Fusion of a Head and a Window), 1912–13, the
wooden frame of a window, human hair, a glass eye, and wire collide in the central mass of a
plaster head to create an exuberant if ungainly sculpture (see fig. 28). First on view as part of
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Boccioni’s exhibition at Galerie la Boëtie, Paris in 1913, the assemblage (no longer extant),
however, lacked integration among the diverse materials, stunting “all potential for action or a
metaphoric unfolding of things,” contrary to Boccioni’s aspirations.105 The critical response was
largely negative. Gustave Kahn condemned Boccioni’s use of “vulgar” materials, a term the
French critics frequently employed when dismissing Futurist art.106 Even if overused and
disparaging, Kahn’s word choice is intriguing. Pertaining to the common, unrefined, and lacking
sophistication, vulgar also connotes associations with bodily functions and sex, and such a
description of Boccioni’s work may reflect his partial success in conjuring the corporeal, tactile
presence through his use of everyday materials.
In spite of the lackluster critical reception, Boccioni’s experimental sculptures were
lauded by fellow Futurist Fortunato Depero.107 When Boccioni’s works, including the
assemblage, Fusione di una testa e di una finestra, were subsequently exhibited in Rome,
Depero (1892–1960) circled the sculptures, standing on tiptoe to view, what he described as, the
“pure abstract art, musicality of speed-lines, nightmare-masses, reflecting-corners . . . Plastic
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representation of states of mind.”108 In his visceral account, Depero recalled how the individual
works “shook my whole nervous system—edges of bottles, plates, tables, facets of faces—
memories, of hands, nerves, people-places,” celebrating his colleague’s “pure quest for harmonic
sense of line-color-form undergone by sight-hearing-smell-taste-touch.” Depero’s emphasis on
edges underscores the tactile appeal of Boccioni’s sculptural assemblages. Edges, of course, are
the perceptible limit of a given material, demarcating the palpable boundary of things. The edges
of objects are most often where one encounters or handles them, registering not only the physical
extent of a thing but also the distinct feeling of its texture and weight.
Likely a preparatory study for the sculpture, the related watercolor of the same title,
Fusione di una testa e di una finestra, 1912–13, demonstrates Boccioni’s sustained interest in the
expressive potential of texture and surface (fig. 38). This work on paper, even in its twodimensional format, animates the viewer’s tactile sense. One “feels” the slight relief of the
gestural dollops of black paint that dart up and down along intersecting planes, while energetic
lines emanate in all directions, extending into space and modeling the atmosphere. Related to his
manifesto on sculpture, this graphic painting makes visible “new intuitive shading of white, gray,
black,” which, as Boccioni writes, “can add to the emotive power of surfaces” in the same way
diverse materials such as glass and metal may indicate planes in the plastic arts.109 In spite of the
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shortcomings of his early assemblages, Boccioni’s manifesto and experimental sculpture
“opened up the possibility of a new form of unmediated artistic expression: the substitution of
readymade materials and objects for creative labor.”110
The move to incorporate found objects into an artwork was radical and registered new
possibilities of what art could be, while implicating novel conceptions of tactility. In a time when
sculpture often meant polished marble busts and allegorical plasters created by the artist’s
crafting of such singular and traditional media, Boccioni’s inclusion of various mass-produced
bits was shocking, in part because it no longer relied on illusionism or illusionistic textures.
Further, and paramount within this consideration of tactility and touch, such extraneous materials
were not made by the artist’s hand, rather manufactured or made by other hands. An artwork
comprised of found objects implies a history of being touched, used, or handled.
Compared to Cubist assemblage—such as Picasso’s Guitars of 1912–14, that “cobbled
together . . . cardboard, paper, string, and wire, materials that he cut, folded, thread, and glued”
to create a sculptural “still life”—Boccioni’s mixed-media experiments also share an interest in
the manipulation of humble materials to create a tangible and environmental space (see fig.
24).111 Yet the Futurist’s weighty sculptures insist upon corporeal experience, siting the sensorial
effects of divergent materials in the body of his figures. As we know, Boccioni exhibited his
experiments publicly and endured the wrath of critics and general audiences. Perhaps Boccioni’s
sculpture failed in part because the viewer could not get beyond the identities of discrete things
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so bluntly inserted into a scene (that is an eyeball versus a glass eyeball lodged in the plaster
mass of a woman’s face or the actual wooden window-frame with iron latch and a piece of the
glass bisecting the figure’s head); the materials themselves resisted being subsumed into the
formal unity of the work. Moreover, his mixed-media sculptures of 1912–13 remain within the
realm of representation, whereas avant-garde sculpture would become increasingly abstract, as
with Vladimir Tatlin’s abstract constructions of 1914 (exhibited in 1915), where the materials
stood for themselves––wood for wood, metal for metal, thus drawing attention to their tactile,
visual, functional properties (figs. 39, 40). Boccioni’s practice would reflect a growing interest in
abstraction, as with his 1915 Dinamismo di un cavallo in corsa + case, where only the title
reflects what the abstract assemblage represents, which, at the same time, registers its adherence
to the tradition of naturalistic sculptural representation (see fig. 37).
Although Boccioni’s move to “utilize any and every element of reality itself” in sculpture
may have been partially inspired by, and perhaps a challenge to, his French counterparts,
particularly the Cubist collages, which were developed in the privacy of the artists’ studios, as
well as their more widely known innovations (such as Cubist faceting within the picture plane);
it is more likely, as Braun writes, that “his mixed-media sculpture was a logical internal
development, progressing from the fictive representation of intersecting planes to their actual
inclusion; brute matter now entered into the work of art.”112 Sculpture allowed the Futurist to
explore the relationship between the subject and the surrounding environment, while deepening
his investigation of a radical materiality and perception. His experimental assemblages, “widely
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seen and reviled,” exposed the limits as well as potential for aesthetic transformation and
engagement of the viewer.113
In both Boccioni’s painting and sculptural practice, he was interested in the
“interpenetration of planes” (introduced as a Futurist concern in the “Manifesto tecnico della
pittura futurista”) as well as his concept of “force-lines,” yet it was in his sculpture that he most
explicitly tested these ideas. In his paintings, as Versari explains, he was interested “to merge the
depiction of a subject (a woman at the window) with the complex aggregation of sensations and
emotions that that subject would experience”—represented, for instance, in the two oil paintings,
La Strada entra nella casa (The Street Enters the House) or Visioni simultanee (Simultaneous
Visions), both of 1911—a concern, however, that Bocconi exploited in his assemblages of 1912–
13 (figs. 41, 42). While the paintings remained bound to the two-dimensional plane of the
support surface, the sculptures consisted of a literal interpenetration of things in such a way that
foregrounded the haptic nature of raw materials, thereby allowing Boccioni to “reconsider the
relationship between the subject and the surrounding environment and to deepen his study of
materiality.”114 As we have seen, glass, metal, and a real window plane collided in the body of
Boccioni’s sculpture, advancing his concept of force-lines, not only “expanding it in order to
tackle the very problem of the synthetic representation of a plurality of viewpoints” but also
making it jarringly corporeal.115 In his experimental constructions, Boccioni also tested his
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protean theory of plastic dynamism. His ideas culminated in his 1914 book, Pittura scultura
futuriste, where he wrote: “This profoundly realistic conception of the bodies’ structure has
created DYNAMISM in painting and sculpture—the solidification of the impression that occurs
without the object being cut off or isolated from the only element that nourishes it: life—that is,
movement.”116 The notion of movement, of course, was paramount in the aforementioned Forme
uniche della continuità nello spazio. Both visually, and by projecting kinesthetic experience, the
marching silhouette encapsulates—or perhaps embodies, even—the sensation of counterforce
pressure as it is registered one’s body.117
Not long after the public debut of Boccioni’s mixed-media sculptures, in 1914 Picasso
incorporated a real absinthe spoon on top of the painted-bronze cast sculpture, The Absinthe
Glass (figs. 43, 44). The Spanish artist recalled that he had been particularly interested in “the
relationship between the real spoon and the modeled glass. In the way they clashed with each
other.”118 The presence of the actual spoon, its utilitarian features heightened by contrast with the
shaped contours of the sculpture, prompts the viewer to imagine holding the handle as well as the
grasp of others who might have previously gripped the now repurposed utensil. Although the
French and Italian avant-gardes were not aware of it at the time, a year prior, in 1913 Marcel
Duchamp (1887–1968) fastened a bicycle wheel atop a wooden kitchen stool, creating the first
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readymade, Bicycle Wheel, in his Paris studio (fig. 45).119 It was two years later in New York
that Duchamp coined the term readymade to describe this new type of work consisting of massproduced objects assembled and designated as art by the artist, or, as he simply put it, “a work of
art without an artist to make it.” The artist’s wry statement points to the hands of others who may
have clutched the objects in their former lives before being nominated as art.120 Duchamp was
especially pleased by the ability to activate his first readymade sculpture, Bicycle Wheel, through
touch, and, apparently, invited viewers to do so by spinning the wheel. Ultimately, however,
made by machines, Duchamp’s readymades deny sensual pleasures—and aimed to remove art
from the realm of the sense into an act of the mind.
Instead, it was another artist, with whom Duchamp was in contact during his Dada New
York years, who independently, perhaps, took Boccioni’s interests to one logical conclusion.
American artist Edith Clifford Williams (1885–1971) created a sculpture explicitly intended to
be caressed, as the title plainly lays out, Plâtre à toucher chez de Zayas (Plaster for touching at
de Zayas), 1916 (fig. 46).121 A year prior, describing her enjoyment of molding clay, Clifford (as
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she preferred to be called) wrote: “The sense of touch alone when strong and sensitive is very
interesting and can express well—I have found this by working with closed eyes.”122 Although
the artwork is no longer extant, it was illustrated in Duchamp’s 1917 journal, Rongwrong (figs.
46, 47). The same year, Apollinaire announced Clifford’s innovation—“Cette première œuvre
tactile”—in a 1917 lecture in Paris, subsequently published in part in Mercure de France in
1918. In the text the French critic celebrates Clifford’s achievement in expanding the field of
aesthetics.123
Marinetti acknowledged Boccioni’s formative role—and that of Fusione di una testa e di
una finestra—in the development of Futurist tattilismo. Boccioni died in 1916 in a horse-riding
accident during military exercises (unrelated to his front-line service in the war) and Marinetti

enrolled at the Académie Julian in Paris and returned to the States in 1907. Little is known of Clifford’s
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promoted his importance and legacy on several fronts.124 In the tattilismo manifestos of 1921 and
1923–24, he referred to the artist as an early “tactilist,” pointing to this particular mixed-media
sculpture of 1912–13 (see fig. 28).125 He praised the work’s evocation of “tactile sensations,”
commending his friend’s use of “materials that were absolute tactile opposites in terms of weight
and other qualities: iron, porcelain, and female hair.” Marinetti’s emphasis on opposites
highlights their important function within sensory discrimination—distinct qualities of specific
materials are most palpable, and heightened, by contrast with differing textures, densities,
weights, and so on. According to Marinetti’s account of what Boccioni had told him, the
sculpture, “was made not only to be seen but touched as well.”126 It was Marinetti himself—
along with Benedetta—however, who realized that idea of an object specifically made to be felt
and whose aesthetic delight or frisson would result from the unexpected encounter with “pure”
texture, unencumbered by function or design.
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Chapter 2: The tattilismo of F.T. Marinetti and Benedetta
Futurist tattilismo (tactilism) was the invention of Marinetti and his wife, Benedetta (née
Cappa), and took several different forms: performance; two manifestos; and actual works of art,
or tactile panels, of which only one is extant.127 Featuring a range of materials and found objects
affixed to cardboard—sandpaper, silk, sponges, a metal grater, an upturned brush, and feathers—
the tactile panel provided a “journey with the hands” for a blindfolded participant.128 Tattilismo
adapted Boccioni’s use of heterogeneous, non-art materials in sculpture to a flat pictorial
support, creating a new form of relief and defying strict definitions between sculpture and
painting. Yet the historical context had changed dramatically. Benedetta and Marinetti developed
tattilismo in the aftermath of World War I and in response to the suffering of male soldiers, and
they did so with urgency, investing this new art form with therapeutic and pedagogical values,
the latter inspired by the methods of Maria Montessori. Experienced solely via touch, tattilismo
evidenced a new kind of heightened and empathetic consciousness, one that circumvented the
regime of the visual to reveal the processes of feeling and thinking with the hand. As I will
argue, it was precisely because of its “feminine” values and the association with Italy’s
“mutilated victory” in World War I, that tattilismo, as a banner Futurist movement, could not last
long under the Fascist regime.
Marinetti debuted “Tactilism, or the Art of Touch” on the evening of January 15, 1921,
on the stage of the Théâtre de l’Œuvre in Paris (fig. 49).129 Announcing the discovery of a new
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tactile art form that was meant to be felt rather than merely seen, Marinetti read “Il Tattilismo.
Manifesto Futurista” (“Tactilism: A Futurist Manifesto”) in which he classified the sensations
innate to touch according to a range of materials and their distinct textures. In the “first category:
very sure, abstract, cold touch” the artist specified sandpaper and ‘silver paper,’ while, at the
other end of the scale, the “fifth category: soft, warm, human” included suede and human hair.130
During this performance, Marinetti also introduced a so-named “tactile” panel titled SudanParigi (Sudan-Paris), 1921 (see fig. 50), which unbeknownst to the audience, he had made with
his soon–to–be wife, Benedetta (they married in 1926 at Villasanta di Monza, outside Milan).131
While Marinetti authored the manifestos on tattilismo in 1921 and 1923–24, and Sudan-Parigi is
frequently solely attributed to him, it was a collaborative effort. In an interview given shortly
before he died, Marinetti credited Benedetta with the creation and realization of all the tactile
panels.

first published on January 16, 1921, in the Parisian newspaper, Comœdia. An Italian version, dated
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At the top of the vertically oriented assemblage, rough and porous materials are densely
arranged giving way to a smoother midsection of silver-coated paper. The bottom third of the
artwork consists of a dark background of patterned velvet (a segment of upholstery perhaps),
topped by swaths of black silk, a rectangle of pale-yellow fabric, and a delicate feather powder
puff. Materials such as the black silk and the white powder puff are explicitly sensual and
gendered, charged with erotic associations. In the categories of touch outlined by Marinetti, the
sixth grouping includes “plush (peluche), fluffy body hair or peach bloom” and is characterized
as “warm, sensual, light-hearted, affectionate.”132 A passage from the second manifesto on the
subject written in 1923–24 is redolent of this section of the panel, and underscores the sexual
connotations: “zones made warm with cloth . . . velvet—in concentric circles around a warm
nucleus of feathers.”133 In tandem with the notion of erotic touch, the composition portrays a
topography for the roaming hand.
As the title implies, the panel is meant to retrace Marinetti’s journey from Africa (he was
born in Alexandria, Egypt), at the top of the panel, down to Paris (where he studied at the
Sorbonne in 1894), inverting the actual south to north trajectory, while retaining cultural
stereotypes based on climate and race. Marinetti explains in the manifesto, “in the Sudan section,
[there are] coarse, oily, rough, prickly, stinging tactile qualities . . . while in the Paris section, its
tactile attributes are, very delicate, caressing, warm, and cold at the same time (silk, velvet,
feathers, and goose down).”134 Although solely intended to be touched, with one’s hands rather
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than one’s eyes leading the way over the varied surfaces, the tactile panel also functions visually.
In the upper third of the panel, Africa is represented by the brown and yellow hues of assorted
sponges, circular cork, and a wooden brush with its linear bristles exposed as well as the muted
metallic gray of the grater. A vibrant red towel is intertwined amongst these neutral tones and
earthy materials, its individual threads palpable. These warm colors contrast with the lower twothirds of the composition, consisting of the less earthy hues of stark silver and a dark expanse of
velvet and silk, punctuated by the round white puff.
While the reception to Marinetti’s 1921 lecture and performance in the mainstream press
was largely indifferent, the Parisian avant-garde was hostile. Dada artists present in the audience
that evening purportedly shouted disapprovingly and hurled insults while distributing a leaflet by
Tristian Tzara and Francis Picabia that stated, “Futurism has died. From what? From DADA.”135
Picabia vehemently refuted Marinetti’s claim that tactile art had been invented by the Futurists.
The French Dadaist cited American artist Edith Clifford Williams’ sculpture made for touching,
Plâtre à toucher chez de Zayas, 1916, which, as mentioned in the previous chapter, was first
published in Marcel Duchamp’s 1917 journal, Rongwrong (see figs. 46, 47). Marinetti was likely
unaware of this Dada precedent; more importantly, the invention of tattilismo derived directly
from a different source, though one that also likely influenced Clifford, namely Montessori’s
early childhood education system.
Marinetti’s newfound interest in embracing empathetic and therapeutic modes of
engagement, most of all through touch in the absence of vision, was prompted by his experience
in the trenches and the brutality of World War I. Enjoining his fellow Futurists, Marinetti was an
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outspoken interventionist, advocating for Italy’s entry into the European conflict, on the side of
France and England. For the founder of Futurism, the Great War was the “ultimate avant-garde
artwork.”136 Starting in October 1915, Marinetti was involved in the war effort, initially fighting
in the cold trenches of the Garda mountains, maintaining war diaries throughout (fig. 51).137 In
both tattilismo manifestos, Marinetti recounts his experience in the “subterranean darkness,”
making explicit the connection to this new art form of bodily contact—of touching and being
touched. His recollections also recount a novel sense of masculine vulnerability, of making one’s
way, blindly and precariously, through the world, with the potential for injury, or even death, at
every turn. Touching, grasping, pushing, and feeling persons and things, in other words, were
critical acts for survival. As Marinetti wrote:
One night during the winter of 1917, without a candle, I felt my way down into the
subterranean darkness of the trench where my battalion was billeted, to get my pallet. I
was trying not to bump into things, but I tripped against bayonets, mess tins, and the
heads of sleeping soldiers. I lay down, but I couldn’t sleep, for I was preoccupied by the
tactile sensations I had just experienced and logged in my mind. That night was the first
time I thought in terms of a tactile art.138
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While it is notable that Marinetti’s experience on the frontline gave rise to this new art
form, he was not unique in his visceral recollection of trench warfare and the sense of
helplessness. The norms of bodily contact between soldiers on the same side changed profoundly
due to the nature of life underground and under bombardment. Men constantly bumped into each
other and touched in battle and during rest, while navigating the “sucking mud,” feeling the “still
warm” bodies of the dead, and groping a dark world.139 According to literary scholar Santanu
Das, who has written extensively on touch and intimacy during World War I, crowded quarters
and communal suffering in the trenches resulted in “a new world of largely non-genital tactile
tenderness.”140 He goes on to note, however, that touch is “the most immediate and evanescent of
human senses,” and thus can only “be preserved in memory and through language.”141
The darkness of the trenches robbed soldiers of vision but widespread blindness,
temporary and permanent, was another casualty of war caused by mustard gas, shrapnel, or other
injuries. John Singer Sargent’s Gassed of 1918 captured, in monumental form and impact, the
rendering helpless of men by the loss of their sight and their dependency on others to survive.
The twenty-foot-long painting depicts a single line of ten blindfolded British soldiers in the
aftermath of a mustard gas attack (fig. 52). At their feet, countless others cover the ground, an
entanglement of bodies leaning and lying on top of one another. In the line of upright soldiers,
each reaches out to touch the man to the front, their hand clutching the other’s shoulder,
rucksack, or rifle in order to make their way haltingly forward. Sargent’s painting is based on
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numerous studies that he made in France at the Western Front and recalls an earlier photograph
documenting British soldiers in single file, blinded by a mustard gas attack, each holding onto
the person in front, while awaiting treatment (fig. 53). Paradoxically, these representations
inevitably move the seeing gaze of the viewer away from the bandaged, covered, and obscured
eyes of the wounded toward the movement and grasp of their hands, underscoring the primal
sense of touch.
In Italy, nearly six million citizens were called upon for military service during the First
World War, with approximately four million involved in frontline combat.142 When the armistice
was signed on November 11, 1918, millions of veterans, many of them maimed and traumatized,
returned to civilian life. In one example of Italian World War I propaganda, a poster hails a
soldier who has lost his eyes (fig. 54). With mountains looming in the distance, the young man
stands triumphantly in his uniform with his face swathed in bandages, his eyes blindfolded, while
the text proclaims, “per la Patria I miei occhi!” (for the homeland, my eyes!).143 Marinetti was
fortunate to survive the war and lived to witness the trauma, including the common afflictions of
blindness and shell shock. Touch, of course, “not only compensated for the lack of sight but, as
Marinetti understood, it proved essential to the treatment of war trauma, or shell shock.”144
As evident in the development of tattilismo, Marinetti explored the healing and
restorative aspects of touch, reflecting broader medical and nursing practices. Towards the end of
the First World War within the United States and Europe, an interest in therapeutic treatments of
blinded veterans through the training of the senses, particularly touch, was taking hold and
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covered widely in the press. American social worker and sculptor Winifred Holt (1870–1945)
spent eighteen months in France during the war, rehabilitating blinded soldiers through activities
including games (such as checkers, cards marked in Braille, and dominoes with raised numbers)
as well as teaching handicrafts, in part to put “eyes in their finger-tips”—a phrase that Marinetti
later reiterated in his second manifesto on tattilismo—with the aims of “giving them a new
means of self-support” (figs. 55, 56).145 A decade earlier, in 1905 in New York with her sister
Edith, Holt founded an organization, later called The Lighthouse, to support the blind through
“reeducation” and vocational training.146 Appointed president of the Franco-American committee
for the Men Blinded in Battle, Holt opened the first Lighthouse in Europe in 1915 in Bordeaux,
France, followed by another in Paris the following year. In June 1919, she established the eighth
Lighthouse in Rome under the auspices of the Comitato Italo-Americano per La Prevenzione
della Cecità e Assistenza dei Ciechi (Italian-American Committee for the Prevention of
Blindness and Assistance for the Blind) and with the patronage of the Queen. In addition to
teaching Braille, educational paraphernalia was distributed including tools, looms, and knitting
machines to blind women, soldiers, and civilians while giving them work “in their homes and
hospitals, in hand and machine knitting, making of baskets, brooms, etc.”147 The production of
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woven baskets had long been a form of employment for the blind and, as World War I left more
and more servicemen disabled, it became a common occupation for returning veterans (fig. 57).
In London, blind veterans wove baskets in rehabilitative workshops as part of the Blinded
Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Care Committee, founded in 1915 by Sir Arthur Pearson (1866–1921) (fig.
58).148 Relatedly, craft and handiwork came to be central within occupational therapy in interwar
Britain. Dr. Elizabeth Casson (1881–1954) founded the first school of occupational therapy at
Dorset House in Bristol in 1929. In the United States, the American Occupational Therapy
Association was founded in 1917, and following World War II, “craft was reintroduced as a
therapeutic method with which to rehabilitate returning war veterans, taught by women and
offered by diverse cultural constituencies.”149 It is worth recalling that craft is shorthand for
“handicraft,” underscoring the fundamental role of cutaneous sensation, felt muscle tension (of
relative weight), and manual motor skills in determining structure, pattern, and design.
It was in this context that Marinetti’s manifestos emphasized the curative effects of touch
while acknowledging the vulnerability of the “human machine”—a remarkable shift for someone
who had so bluntly glorified the war (“our great hygienic war”) and impervious, virile bodies.150
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and three American women who developed a hands-on teaching style in Live Form: Women, Ceramics,
and Community (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 24–25.
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“We are convinced that Tactilism will have many practical uses,” wrote Marinetti, “in the
training of surgeons with hands that see and by offering new means of educating the mentally
retarded [sic].”151 The world’s first major industrial war ravaged the body on an unprecedented
scale, but the experience of trench warfare also “restored tenderness to touch,” as Das has
written.152 In a bold reversal of Marinetti’s aggressive prose leading up to the war, the 1921
manifesto on tattilismo announced, “We Futurists are valiantly facing up to the heartrending
dramas of these postwar years . . . trying to cure this postwar malaise, by giving humanity new,
nourishing pleasures. Instead of destroying everything man has created, you should be perfecting
it.”153
In an apparent contradiction, Marinetti also recounted another origin story for tattilismo,
one that opens onto the Tuscan seaside, while he was bathing in Antignano. His text registers a
different, softer, tone, celebrating the value of affectivity and the intersubjective power of touch:
“Intensify communication and association among human beings. Break down the distances and
barriers that separate them in love and friendship. Give fullness and total beauty to these two
vital aspects of life, Love and Friendship.”154 By this time, Marinetti had the writer and painter
Benedetta at his side, his life-long companion. It was in collaboration with Benedetta that
Marinetti developed this novel tactile art in the wake of World War I, which integrated a number
of sources.
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Born in 1897 in Rome, Benedetta grew up alongside four brothers and came of age
amongst a generation of women who experienced relative freedoms and openness due to the
shifting gender roles brought about by World War I.155 Starting in 1917, Benedetta studied
painting with Giacomo Balla (1871–1958) in Rome, and it was in his studio where she first met
Marinetti. Benedetta and Marinetti started living together in 1919, married in 1923, and
eventually had three daughters (figs. 62, 63). Although Benedetta would be Marinetti’s
collaborator, wife, and mother to his children, it was only a few years prior, in 1919, that
Marinetti had attacked marriage in Democrazia Futurista, wherein he claimed “that the changes
in gender roles linked to the war had shown just how archaic and inadequate these institutions
were, which had led women to be exploited and treated as objects to be bought, sold, and
owned.”156 Indeed, Marinetti’s marriage to Benedetta marked a significant change for the older
artist, seemingly at odds with his hypermasculine bombast evident throughout his prolific prose
from the years prior. For instance, Marinetti’s experimental novel, Mafarka il futurista (Mafarka
the Futurist), published in 1909, melds elements of a colonial adventure with an attack on
conventional romantic love and monogamy, while celebrating the machine.157 For all its radical
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innovation, the book remained structured by essentializing principles of the patriarchal symbolic
order. In her consideration of the Fascist rhetoric of virility, Barbara Spackman analyzes early
textual precursors that served as sources of Fascist ideology, including Marinetti’s novel.
Marinetti’s virility, Spackman argues, was possible only by excluding women.158 Such antiegalitarian machismo is evident in other work by Marinetti from the period, including “The
Founding Manifesto of Futurism,” from 1909, which proclaims a provocative misogyny.159
Considering his previous incitements disparaging conventional love and the opposite sex,
Marinetti’s marriage to Benedetta indicated a profound shift for several reasons: it was his first
sustained romantic relationship with a woman and it opened up new perspectives in art,
including erotic touch and spirituality. As Günter Berghaus has explained, “His love affair with
Benedetta Cappa introduced him to a new concept of sensualità, both in a physiological and
psychological senses.”160
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Early in their relationship the two artists and writers collaborated closely and their mutual
influence on one another is evident within their work (figs. 59–61). For Benedetta, her
relationship with Marinetti embodied the ideal of the creative couple, a notion expressed in her
first novel Le forze umane (Human Forces) of 1924 (fig. 64). An amalgamation of experimental
and semi-biographical writing, the book contains nineteen “graphic syntheses,” hand-drawn
images with handwritten words. Although they are intended to convey states of mind, when
juxtaposed with the typed print the drawings insistently suggest the presence of the artist’s hand.
In tandem with the graphic syntheses, the novel demonstrates an interest in childhood and
sensory perception while renouncing the horrors of war, challenging male virility, and placing a
primacy on the heterosexual union, as both material and spiritual. As recapitulated by Lucia Re,
Benedetta advanced “a heterosexual ideal of reciprocity and difference, a passionate dialectic
according to which two bodies and two ‘atmospheres’—male and female—by intersecting in
erotic pleasure and involving the entire material universe and multiple worlds in a vortex through
their passion, can realize a higher and more authentic creative potential.”161 This dialectic within
the creative heterosexual couple continued to be fundamental to Benedetta’s artistic and literary
production. Her articulation of an embodiment of the “spiritual and material fusion of lovers” is
apparent in the manifestos on tattilismo, echoed in the lines, “break down the distances and
barriers that separate [human beings] in love and friendship” and reiterated in the final
pronouncement that this new art, “must strive toward nothing but tactile harmonies, contributing
only indirectly to the perfect spiritual communication between human beings through the
epidermis.”162

161

Re, “Mater–Materia,” 56.

162

Marinetti, “Tactilism: A Futurist Manifesto” (1921) in Berghaus, F.T. Marinetti: Critical Writings,
371–72, 376.

60

Extending this interest in erotic touch and sensuality, the 1921 manifesto describes
“Tactile Panels for the Different Sexes,” where the “arrangement of tactile qualities allows the
hands of a man and a woman, moving in harmony, to pursue and evaluate their tactile journey
together.”163 In the second manifesto, under a section titled, “Abstract tactile panel of Nostalgia
for Warm Softness” the extremely sensual description follows: “sliding (leather) into an
increasing nostalgia for voluminous softness (padded silk and wool, thick leather), waves of
warm wool to end up in zones of maternal warmth (Pyrenean wool), warmth of love (satin wool
and silk), tenderness (velvety silk feathers), and finally an abstract repose, smooth and cold.”164
Underlying Benedetta’s personal contribution to tattilismo was her training in early
childhood education and experience as a teacher, namely her direct knowledge of the Montessori
method.165 Although there is no mention of the famed Italian pedagogue in either of the
manifestos, Marinetti’s and Benedetta’s novel art form was clearly informed by the then means
and ends of the Montessori method.
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There are striking parallels between the look and aesthetic experience of the Futurists’
tactile panels and Montessori’s exercises for sensory discrimination, which she detailed in
writing, accompanied by photographic illustrations, in her 1909 classic, Metodo della Pedagogia
Scientifica applicato all’educazione infantile nelle Casa Dei Bambini. As mentioned in the
introduction, Montessori designed boxes and blocks of different sizes, filled with items and
compartments to coordinate muscular movements and the identification of shapes, letters,
numbers and colors. Initial “motor education” consisted of finger exercises with the dressingframes, square wooden frames with two panels of fabric or leather, lined in the center by various
fasteners, such as buttons or ties, which are buttoned and unbuttoned or laced and unlaced by the
child (see figs. 14–17). Such tasks cultivated fine motor skills and dexterity, while preparing “the
children for the exercises of practical life, such as dressing and undressing themselves.”166 These
exercises were part of the larger goal to make a child independent and self-disciplined by
developing higher cognitive function.167
More critical for tattilismo, Montessori outlined four categories of sense training: tactile,
thermic, baric (weight), and stereognostic (recognition of objects through feeling alone, in the
absence of vision), all of which have step-by-step techniques through touch. In the category of
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tactile sense, Montessori utilized didactic material consisting of: a) a rectangular wooden board
divided into two equal rectangles, one covered with very smooth paper, or having the wood
polished until a smooth surface is obtained; the other covered with sandpaper; and b) a tablet like
the preceding covered with alternating strips of smooth paper and sandpaper.168 The alternating
textures would allow for a child to make distinctions between rough and smooth. To heighten the
sense of touch, Montessori stipulated that the child “hold his eyes closed while he touches,
encouraging him to do this by telling him that he will be able to tell the differences better, and so
leading him to distinguish, without the help of sight, the change of contact.”169
In fact, much of the child’s sensory training in the Montessori method was done
blindfolded, as evident in the photographs published in the Metodo della Pedagogia Scientifica
that show the sightless children manipulating panels that featured a range of textures and
materials (see figs. 15, 17).170 Marinetti likewise advocated for blindfolds when experiencing the
variegated textures of the so-called “tactile panels”—even the choice of support, a flat wooden
board, derived from Montessori.171 The inclusion of materials with varying textures, ranging
between rough and fine, such as sandpaper and velvet, specified in both tattilismo manifestos,
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are the same as those found in the educator’s classroom “velvet, satin, silk, cotton, linen, etc.”172
Montessori described the children’s delight in their sensory refinement: “They are very proud of
seeing without eyes, holding out their hands and crying, ‘Here are my eyes!’ ‘I can see with my
hands!’”173 Such phrasing was later restated in Marinetti’s second manifesto on tattilismo.
According to the Futurist, training the fingertips in incremental steps by probing surface
variables, temperatures, and vibrations of different materials allows for an enhanced visual acuity
to emerge. “A visual sense,” as Marinetti writes, “is born at the tips of the fingers.”174 While it is
disappointing that Marinetti never credits the formative ideas of his Italian compatriot, it is
remarkable that, in the articulation of tattilismo, he commends “the restorative, feminine
attributes of the tactile” while giving such critical importance “to a new visual sense enriched by
the hand.”175
Perhaps the Futurists’ source was not obvious at the time when tattilismo debuted in
Paris, first, because it derived from a completely unrelated field, that of childhood education, and
secondly, because the Montessori method was just beginning to be widely diffused in the West.
In Germany, it dovetailed with Froebel’s Kindergarten instruction and both found currency in the
Bauhaus preliminary course. Montessori lectured in Berlin on several occasions, beginning in the
fall of 1922, the year that marked the opening of her first eponymous school there (fig. 65). In
1931, German photojournalist Georg Pahl documented a Montessori class in the Dahlem district
of Berlin (figs. 66, 67). His photographs show blindfolded pupils as they utilize the didactic

172

Montessori, The Montessori Method, 231.

173

Ibid., 190.

174

Marinetti, “Tactilism: Toward the Discovery of New Senses” (1923–24) in Berghaus, F.T. Marinetti:
Critical Writings, 378.
175

Braun, “Touch and Empathy,” 54.

64

apparatus. The original caption celebrated the notion that children educate themselves, noting
that the first attempts to introduce the Montessori Method in Germany were made after World
War I and applauded the advances made since: “The German teaching and education system is
increasingly convinced that the powers and capacities inherent in the child should be preserved
and awakened.”176 Such enthusiastic acceptance of the progressive pedagogy was short-lived. By
1933, Nazi leadership forced all Montessori schools in Germany to close and an effigy of
Montessori was burned along with her books in a public square in Berlin.
Italy initially embraced, and even championed, Montessori’s innovative education
system. It was a measure of her status as a figurehead of reform and of the women’s movement,
however, that Montessori and her schools would soon face headwinds in her native land under
Fascism. When Benito Mussolini came to power in Italy in 1922, he appointed Giovanni Gentile
as the Minister of Public Education. Beginning in May 1923, Gentile introduced other school
reforms, while sustaining support for both the Montessori schools and their teacher training
programs (fig. 68). In 1924, Mussolini met with Montessori and he extended his official support
for the Montessori primary education system as part of the national education program, resulting
in widespread establishment of her schools by the government.177 Committed to spreading her
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educational system, Montessori insisted that she was apolitical and that the “cause of the child”
took precedence, transcending distinctions of party and state. That stance, however, became
increasingly difficult to hold under a regime that demanded unswerving and total allegiance.
With plans for the 1934 Fourth International Montessori Congress in Rome underway, tensions
escalated between her and Fascist leadership. Preceding the event, Montessori rejected a
proposal by the Italian government to accept an appointment as “Ambassador of Children.” She
would only do so as a representative of Association Montessori Internationale (AMI), not of the
Italian government per se. That same year, the government shuttered all Montessori schools. By
1936, all Montessori activities in the country ceased, the year that the regime increased its
bellicose policies and formed the Rome-Berlin Axis with Nazi Germany. According to Rita
Kramer, Montessori’s biographer, there was “no evidence of a direct personal confrontation
between Montessori and the government authorities.”178 Instead, she suggests that “the sudden
closing of the Montessori schools may have been ordered by the minister of education
[Giovanni] because of reports that many of the teachers employed as Montessori directresses
were known to be opposed to the Fascist regime.”179
The season of Futurist tattilismo and sensitized touch, one that valorized the “feminine”
qualities of empathy, sensuality, and intersubjectivity did not endure long under Fascism with its
cult of virility. During the Futurist Congress of 1924, Benedetta spoke of a new sensibility as she
addressed how “new infinite worlds” (nuovi mondi infiniti) could be portrayed through art. In her
lecture, subsequently published in L’Ambrosiano the following month on December 10, 1924,
and reprinted in Vetrina futurista di letteratura – teatro – arte in 1927 as “Sensibilità futuriste”
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(Futurist Sensibility), the young artist remarked that while each Futurist would develop his or her
own approach, they are united in their desire to overcome the restrictions of painting on a flat
surface (fig. 69).180 In so doing, she described Futurists as “primitives of a new sensibility.”181
According to Benedetta, such an ambition yields “three-dimensional, polymaterial, soundproducing compounds, in which one sees, feels, and hears the relationship between color and
material, form and weight, heat and emotionality.”182 The description of the rapport between
form and weight, heat and emotion, again recalls Montessori, who wrote of form, weight
(sometimes referred to as baric), and thermal touch in sensory discrimination training. Moreover,
her use of the word “polymaterial” (polimaterici) is significant as it had not been used before in
any Futurist texts, anticipating Prampolini’s polimaterismo, realized in his mixed media collages
at the end of the decade and later codified in his 1944 text.
Marinetti and Benedetta continued, albeit briefly, to elaborate their shared interest in
tactility. In the 1930s, Marinetti, undoubtedly supported and inspired by his wife, wrote of the
possibility of new sensorial environments, expanding upon his desire to create “Tactile
Theaters.” The first manifesto on tattilismo in 1921 described “theaters specifically designed for
Tactilism” wherein “the audience will place their hands on long, tactile conveyor belts which
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will produce tactile sensations that have different rhythms.”183 In the later manifesto of 1933, “Il
teatro totale futurista,” Marinetti described an enormous theatrical machine that would create a
totalizing sensorial experience beyond the visual and aural, that would incorporate “tactile and
odoriferous moving belt, also circular, which will be pleasurable to the touch” (fig. 70).184
By 1930, Marinetti promoted aeropittura (aeropainting) as the new direction for Futurism
and proselytized for its role as the official Fascist art. Bellicose and imperialistic, aeropittura
portrayed aerial perspectives and the sensation of flight in tandem with the buildup of military
aviation and new strategies of aerial warfare.185 The latter was a pragmatic and inevitable
reaction to the earthly and death of trench warfare; borne by a metallic flying machine far above
the ground and in seeming defiance of gravity, the pilots of this new sensibility took command
with their disembodied, panoptic vision, not touch. Benedetta soon joined the ranks of the
aeropittori with numerous paintings of views from the sky, in a lofty abstracted style that
evinced the newly traditional and spiritual values of the regime (figs. 71–75). Reflecting the
rapidly shifting context of Fascist Italy, Marinetti and Benedetta frequently reformulated their art
and writings to conform to and support regime ideologies. The Futurists set out to incite
revolutionary change, yet within the fluctuating sociopolitical climate of the second decade of
the ventennio they ultimately accommodated the regime and its increasingly repressive policies,
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with Marinetti again at the lead. That said, it was Enrico Prampolini, a prolific writer and multifaceted artist, who would be a driving force in the developments of Futurist art in the interwar
period and beyond, specifically through his theory and practice of polimaterismo.
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Chapter 3: Enrico Prampolini’s Polimaterismo
L’ARTE POLIMATERICA IS NOT A TECHNIQUE BUT—LIKE PAINTING AND
SCULPTURE—A RUDIMENTARY, ELEMENTARY METHOD OF ARTISTIC
EXPRESSION, ITS EVOCATIVE POWER COMMITTED TO THE PLASTIC
ORCHESTRATION OF MATERIAL.
–Enrico Prampolini, Arte polimaterica (Verso un’arte collettiva?), 1944

In 1944, Enrico Prampolini published a booklet entitled, Arte polimaterica (Verso un’arte
collettiva?) (Polymaterial Art [Towards a New Collective Art?]; fig. 76). The treatise was a
culmination of thirty years of artistic research on the part of the artist, whose career bridged preWorld War Futurism and the interwar years of the movement, as well avant-garde activity in
Italy and France. A synthesis and elaboration of his numerous, earlier texts on multi-material
collage, the booklet, with its parenthetical subtitle, nonetheless underscored the social and
political dimension of his thinking. The choice of everyday fragments of reality and their ad hoc
arrangements, visually exploratory in ways that engage the eye, the hand, and the mind—all
point to a collective, that is, a non-hierarchical creative practice, available to all.
The word collective, however, likewise referred to the history of this art, one developed
early on by key protagonists of the Futurist movement, namely Boccioni, Marinetti, and
Benedetta. As a very young artist, Prampolini had attended the opening of Boccioni’s sculpture
exhibition at the Galleria Futurista Sprovieri on December 6, 1913, where he saw the senior
artist’s experimental assemblages, including Fusione di una testa e di una finestra (Fusion of a
Head and a Window), 1912–13 (see fig. 28).186 His 1944 treatise discusses Boccioni’s sculptures,
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and he prominently illustrates Fusione di una testa e di una finestra at the beginning of the
publication. He identifies this “plastic polymaterial assemblage” as the “first attempt to use
heterogeneous materials in sculpture.”187 Tenets of Marinetti’s and Benedetta’s tattilismo, in
turn, such as the intention to “penetrate the true essence of matter,” and the fundamental
emphasis on creating a sensory experience of art, informed Prampolini’s direction.188 Even the
term “polymaterial” was first used by none other than Benedetta, in her address at the Futurist
Congress of 1924. Her lecture was subsequently published on several occasions, including a
version that appeared in the catalogue for the 1927 Futurist group exhibition—in which
Prampolini participated—at the Galleria Pesaro in Milano (fig. 92).
Prampolini’s arte polimaterica, however, was also deeply engaged with European avantgarde developments. He acknowledged the foundational influence of Pablo Picasso’s pre-World
War I collages and his radical break with painting, when he first pasted a fragment of oil cloth,

initiative appeared uncollegial [sic] to Boccioni, who demanded that Prampolini be ostracized from
Futurist circles. Taking offence, Prampolini published the further manifesto ‘Scenografia futurista’
(Futurist Scenography; January 1915) where he theorized a performative aesthetics underpinned by the
moving machine. Here, Prampolini predated slightly the mechanical propositions articulated by Balla and
Depero in their almost contemporary Futurist reconstruction of the universe manifesto (see sections 3.2
and 5.1b). In February 1915, Prampolini shared this script with both Marinetti and Boccioni, but remained
persona non grata until well after Boccioni’s death in 1916.” See Pizzi, “Between Technodialogism and
Cosmic Idealism,” in Italian Futurism and the Machine (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2019), 171.
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and then wallpapers, onto canvas. As Margaret Miller wrote on the occasion of the 1948
exhibition, Collage, at the Museum of Modern Art, New York: “Collage has been the means
through which the artist incorporates reality in the picture without imitating it.”189 And, though
Prampolini did not readily admit to the influence of French Surrealism, he adapted the
biomorphic idiom of Joan Miró and Jean Arp to explore further the conscious and unconscious
associations of heterogenous materials, placed in new and unexpected juxtapositions.190 Floating,
organic shapes made of overtly tactile textures, placed amidst shimmering planes and ethereal
patches of painterly medium give rise, in Prampolini’s arte polimaterica, to an array of
sensations and psychological stimuli that departed from the cognitive and curative ambitions of
Marinetti’s and Benedetta’s tactile panels.
At the same time, he hewed closely to Marinetti’s aims in the 1930s. During that decade,
under the larger banner of the Futurist aeropittura movement, Prampolini devoted himself to
series of assemblages that manifested his theory and practice of idealismo cosmico (cosmic
idealism), an art “of new constructive elements and new pictorial atmospheres” that,
paradoxically, used base materials as a vehicle of everyday, transcendent experiences. Though
composed on the two-dimensional plane, his compositions evoked an infinite and gravity-less
space, simultaneously both tangible and out of reach. “I see in aeropittura,” he wrote in 1931,
“the means to go beyond the boundaries of terrestrial reality, as there rises in us—untiring
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pilots—the desire to discover new plastic reality and give life to the super-natural forces of
cosmic idealism.”191
Prampolini emerged as a major figure with the second wave of the Futurist movement,
helping to sustain it during the interwar period and beyond. From 1925 to 1937, he was based in
Paris, while exhibiting widely in Europe.192 In 1930, he joined the group Cercle et Carré (Circle
and Square). Shortly thereafter, he founded Gruppo 1940 (Group 40) in Paris in 1931 and
became associated with Abstraction-Création (Abstraction-Creation) in 1932. As his artistic
engagements and output flourished, Prampolini was an indefatigable proselytizer for the Italian
avant-garde. In the words of Katia Pizzi, he “maintained a clear Futurist identity, breathing new
life into a splintered and almost defunct postwar [WWI] Futurism.”193

Prampolini’s Early Experimental Collages (ca. 1913–1918)
Born in 1894 in Modena, Prampolini initially trained at the Accademia di Belle Arti di
Roma, but left in 1912 at the age of eighteen to join the Futurists. From 1913–15, he studied with
Giacomo Balla (who would also mentor Benedetta a few years later); his early paintings and
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drawings are heavily indebted to his teacher as well as to Boccioni.194 Prampolini soon began
exhibiting with the Futurists, participating in the first Esposizione Libera Futurista
Internazionale (International Free Futurist Exhibition) organized by Balla in April 1914 at the
Sprovieri Gallery in Rome (fig. 77). He presented some fourteen works, including the no longer
extant Forme e odori di un’attrice (dated 1914 by the artist) that purportedly featured a mirror,
lace, and hair.195 The papier collé, Ritmi spaziali, dated to 1913 by the artist, shows its debt to
Cubist collage (fig. 78).196 It features a small book cover and fragment of newspaper pasted onto
cardboard, overlaid by a dynamic linear design of tempera. Although there are few extant
examples of these early collages, he evidenced his ideas in the 1915 manifesto “Un’arte nuova?
Costruzione assoluta di moto-rumore” (A New Art? Absolute Construction of Motion and
Noise). He wrote of the need for a “a single synthesis [of] sensations . . . through material
expression” and continued that “any material means is valid to adequately characterize the
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sensations that the artist wants to translate into these absolute-constructions.”197 According to
Eva Ori, this text evidences “the fulcrum of Prampolini’s artistic creed, aimed at achieving a
‘total art’ . . . in which material always plays the leading role.”198
Prampolini further explored his formulation of a new art, or “absolute constructions,” by
foregrounding non-traditional and highly tactile materials in his collage Béguinage, ca. 1918
(dated 1914 by the artist; fig. 79), a work that has been highlighted by scholars—and by the artist
himself—as evidence of his precocity in polimaterismo.199 The title refers to the French term for
a Beguine convent, a lay sisterhood of the Roman Catholic church that began in the 13th century
and spread across northwest Europe. Most Beguines lived together in communities called
béguinages, often compounds of houses grouped together, sometimes within walled enclosures.
Although they promised to remain chaste while in the community, the Beguines were free to
leave and marry, and many of the women supported themselves by cloth- or lace-making. Strips
of lace are scattered across Prampolini’s collage. Considering the title, the lace conjures the
hands of the Beguine women who might have made it and suggests erotic touch.200 This sexual
charge is heightened by the presence of a feather (intriguingly, Miró’s later collage of 1928,
Portrait d’une danseuse [Portrait of a Dancer], prominently features a feather draped over a cork
that has been skewered by a hatpin).
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In addition to the lace and feather, Prampolini’s mixed media composition features a
square piece of woven basket atop a faux bois background; the latter element reveals the artist’s
familiarity with the Cubist collages of Picasso and Braque. The bit of wicker basket may evoke
the work of the fingers involved in weaving together the flat reed. Like the lace, however, it too
could have been made by a machine, heightening the tension between the handmade and the
commercially manufactured. Additionally, with its square shape and checkerboard pattern, the
wicker references a modernist grid. All told, it is a nod to Picasso, particularly Still Life with
Chair-Caning from 1912, with its interwoven chair-caning—a commercially printed imitation—
and mixed media, including a rope frame (fig. 80). In this, the first Cubist collage, Picasso
vaunted “heterogeneous and specifically mass-cultural materials.”201 As Christine Poggi
explains:
the chair-caning pattern printed on the oil cloth also reflects the widespread substitution
of mechanically produced synthetic materials for handcrafted artifacts at the turn of the
century. And in this collage a new twist in the critique of illusion can also be noted: the
most illusionistic part of this work is the one which the artist did not make but merely
appropriated from the existing culture . . . This refusal to do the work of imitation is
revealing: it demonstrates the devaluation of manual skill.202
Not by chance, Prampolini had met Picasso for the first time in 1917, when the Spanish
artist visited his studio in Rome. That same year Prampolini founded the journal Noi with his
brother, Alessandro, and Bino Sanminiatelli; it superseded another journal that the artist had
launched a year earlier, Avanscoperta, to be more international scope. In the inaugural June
issue, Prampolini contributed an essay on Picasso wherein he praised the latter and his work as
exemplary (fig. 81). He wrote:
This new value given in painting, to heterogeneous elements, to their aggregation, this
assessment of the lyricism that emanates from the individual things and their
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arrangement, of their agglomeration, the concern for volume and construction, establish a
new theoretical strategy of pure art, of a new plastic consciousness, for our perception:
and we owe this to Cubism, to its creative genius, PICASSO.203
Prampolini’s celebration of “heterogeneous elements” and “the concern for volume and
construction” in their arrangement, illustrates his interest in an art that defies traditional
categories and materials. By juxtaposing fragments from everyday life without organizing them
in a certain order, Béguinage foregrounds the intrinsic qualities of the employed materials.
Moreover, with surfaces and textures that exceed the flatness of papier collé, Prampolini’s work
provokes the tactile sense.204 Although Prampolini later claimed it as part of the lineage of
polimaterismo, Béguinage is an outlier within his artistic output. While the Futurist was heavily
indebted, at least initially, to Picasso, he would ultimately develop his own style in his multimaterial collages, which he would explore most persistently beginning in the 1930s. Indeed, the
same inaugural June issue of Noi that published his text on Picasso, also featured reproductions
of Prampolini’s work alongside those by the Zurich-based Dadaists, Arp, and Marcel Janco, as
well the poetry of Tristan Tzara. During its eight-year-run, Noi not only came to serve as a
mouthpiece of the Futurists; it also represented the Italian contribution to the Dada movement
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(which, in turn, derived much from Marinetti’s manifestos and performance art) and, crucially,
functioned as a springboard for Prampolini’s international networks.205
Interviste con la materia: Prampolini’s First Polymaterial Works (early 1930s)
The emergence of biomorphism in Prampolini’s art by 1930 owed to the drawings, wood
reliefs, paintings, and collages of Arp and Miró. In addition to his familiarity with Arp’s Dada
experiments with automatism from Noi, Prampolini may well have seen his biomorphic shaped
sculptures in the first Surrealist exhibition at the Galerie Pierre, Paris, in 1925 (fig. 82).206 Such
fluid and shifting forms, without precedent or parallel in Futurist practice, provided the visual
metaphor for his idealismo cosmico or the “materialization of the spiritual forces that are
powerfully unleashed in the psychical world of things.”207 While living in Paris for over a decade
Prampolini came into contact with the Surrealists and saw their exhibitions, notably the 1930
landmark “Exposition de Collage” at Galerie Goemans (with the catalogue essay, “La Peinture
au défi,” [The Challenge to Painting] by Louis Aragon), which included work by Arp, Magritte,
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Miró, Picabia, and Picasso, and others (figs. 83, 84). Among the featured collages were those by
Miró, which bear close affinity to those rendered by Prampolini shortly thereafter. The Catalan
artist had experimented with new and unconventional materials—flocked paper, tarpaper, cork,
and feathers, and other extremely tactile things—in the mid- to late 1920s (for the record, after
the debut of Futurism tattilismo in Paris). Miró broke with the strict planarity of Cubist papier
collé to reveal an “extraordinary sensitivity to surface” and an innovative compositional
strategy—seemingly happenstance but imagistic nonetheless.208
Miró’s Danseuse espagnole (Spanish Dancer), for example, one in a group of four
collages made in Paris during the spring of 1928 all with titles related to dance, features
quotidian items seemingly scattered atop a ground of gray fibrous flocked paper (fig. 85). The
top third of the construction is dominated by a piece of sandpaper cut into an oval-like shape and
marked with a daub of white plaster. Like the bespeckled square of linoleum in the upper left
corner, the sandpaper element is affixed by a nail. In fact, nails are the primary method of
attachment, rather than pasting. Even the twine, winding about the lower half of the composition,
is pinned down to the support by a series of nails, punctuating the line as it dances around the
hard edges of a wooden drafting triangle. Prampolini would similarly use such commonplace
items at hand, pushing collage into assemblage, often with suggestive anthropomorphic and flora
and fauna motifs, however abstracted. In his 1944 text on polimaterismo, he cites the 1930
collage exhibition as particularly significant, even as he dismissed the work he saw here as
“neither object-sculptures, nor phantom objects.”209 Prampolini effectively merged the Futurists’
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interest in the tactile sense with Surrealist exploitation of sensory excess.210 As André Breton
announced in 1935: “To aid the systematic derangement of all the senses . . . it is my opinion that
we must not hesitate to bewilder sensation.”211 Prampolini absorbed aspects of these Surrealist
concerns, and those of the Parisian and international avant-garde more broadly, in his own mixed
media experiments, fusing them with a decidedly Futurist objective.
Prampolini launched his idealismo cosmico in the early 1930s with a series of
polymaterial compositions known as the Interviste con la materia (Interviews with Matter). The
word “interview” acknowledges the dialogic relationship between the maker and the material.
The collages that comprise this body of work are all eponymously titled, such as Intervista con la
materia (Interview with Matter), 1930 (dated 1927 by the artist), which demonstrates the artist’s
use of varied textures and objects in a fluid biomorphic arrangement (fig. 86). Cut panels of
shimmering galalith (the synthetic material typically used in manufacturing buttons), a sheet of
cork, and a piece of sponge (redolent of Sudan-Paris, 1920) intermingle with graphic, painted
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shapes. Of this series, Lisa Panzera has written: “material objects combine with celestial bodies
to transcend the confines of the canvas in a tactile depiction of the cosmic. In these purely
abstract works, Prampolini created painting-objects that dissolve the rigid distinctions between
painting and sculpture.”212 This notion of creating an art form that defies categorization runs
throughout his practice, and it would become central to his formulation of polimaterismo in the
ensuing decade.
Continuing to blur definitions of medium, in yet another work from the series, Prampolini
assembles a mix of materials on cardboard, including rough sandpaper and smooth synthetic
plastic veined in contrasting hues (1930; fig. 87). Straight lines encounter irregular edges, further
heightening the difference in textures. The shape of a small blue plane in the lower left corner,
seemingly passes by alongside and above a white cloud. Through distinct textures and
overlapping shapes, an aerial perspective of water, land and sky, comes into view. In this work,
Prampolini merges his interest in aeropittura—defined by him as a new “sensibilità extraterrestre” (extra-terrestrial sensibility)—with the perception of texture grounded in matter.
Giovanni Lista describes this corpus of work as “suspended between the physical precision of the
real object and the dreamlike, fantastic, visionary dimension with which the immensity of cosmic
space.”213
In another Intervista con la materia, also 1930, Prampolini employed rope, fabric, and
what appears to be various sheets of colored papers and faux bois (although it is unclear whether
it is hand painted or a fragment of wallpaper) to again suggest an aerial perspective (fig. 88). The
presence of the airplane must be inferred from its graphic reduction into two intersecting bands
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of red and brown, intersecting at the center. Of this collage, Lista argues, “the materials trigger,
at the perceptual level, a network of sensorial associations that find meaning and semantic
reorganization in the perspective from above; these continue and amplify an imaginary, psychic
projection constructed through plastic analogy with the cosmic one.”214 There exists a tension
within these works between their insistence on physical materiality, which one can touch, and the
projection of the self in an expansive, limitless and intangible space, floating among the
occasional celestial bodies.
Prampolini’s biomorphic idealismo cosmico came to fruition under the auspices of
Futurist aeropittura: in 1929 he was a co-signer of the first Manifesto dell’Aeropittura futurista
(Manifesto of Futurist Aeropainting). The numerous artists who joined the movement painted the
sensations of flight through the Futurist style of plastic dynamism, fragmenting form to express
sheer velocity and vertiginous dives, or with photography-based aerial views. By contrast
Prampolini’s aero-works are among the most abstracted, and distinctly biomorphic and
frequently abandon any view of, or reference to, the earth altogether (fig. 89). Moreover, while,
the majority of Prampolini’s compositions are oil on canvas, his polymaterial ones are
nonetheless unique within the Futurist aeropittura movement. With the large scale Metamorfosi
cosmica (Cosmic Metamorphosis) of 1935, for example, a fragment of coarse tree bark and cork
appear to float above a ground of painted dark brown, while intersecting lines animate the
composition and prompt the eye to travel around the space within the picture plane, traversing
the textures visually (fig. 90).
Only one other artist, the aeropittrice Regina, concertedly addressed a tactile experience,
experimenting with aluminum, iron wire, sandpaper, and tin. Her best-known work, Il Paese del
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cieco (The Land of the Blind), 1936 (first exhibited at the 1936 Mostra di Scenografia
Cinematografica [‘Exhibition of Cinematographic Scenography’] in Como) shows its debt to
Marinetti’s and Benedetta’s tactile panels (fig. 91). This metallic relief was the result of many
studies in paper and aluminum, as well as research into the sensations of the blind. The work
invites touch, but actually handling it would likely result in slicing one’s fingers along the sharp
metal edges.
Prampolini did not, in fact, describe his own work as “polymaterial” until 1933, on the
occasion of the Milan Triennale, when the aeropittura movement was in full swing. He
appropriated the term from Benedetta, who, as noted earlier, first used it during her address at the
Futurist Congress of 1924; it then appeared in the text accompanying the exhibition,
Trentaquattro pittori futuristi (Thirty-four Futurist Painters), in 1927 at Galleria Pesaro di
Milano, which included work by Benedetta and Prampolini (see fig. 92). Signed by Benedetta,
along with Marinetti, Fedele Azari, and Fillia, the introduction to the catalogue states their
shared interest “to bring matter to life,” and continues “After painting as a dilution of smooth
colors on flat surfaces, we enter the vast field of noisy polymaterial plastic complexes in which
the relationships between color and matter, shape and weight, color and emotion are visually
tactile.”215 Not only is “polymaterial” utilized to specify the formal premises of this second
generation of Futurists, but it is also explicitly and emphatically linked to making the material
components “visually tactile.” Yet Benedetta herself did not go on to produce a multi-material
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Quoted in Enrico Crispolti, Il mito della macchina e altri temi del Futurismo (Trapani: Celebes
Editore, 1969), 264. Emphasis in original, which is very similar to Benedetta’s earlier lecture (published
in 1924 in L’Ambrosiano and subsequently in 1927 in Vetrina futurista di letteratura – teatro – arte):
“Superata la pittura come stemperamento di colori lisci su piatte superfici, si entra nel vasto campo dei
complessi plastici polimaterici rumoristi in cui visivamente tattilmente si odono i rapporti fra colore e
materia, fra forma e peso, fra colore ed emotività.”
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tactile art after the panels she composed with Marinetti in the early 1920s. Instead, the path
forward was taken up by Prampolini.
In the 1930s, the Futurists engaged in the spirited national debate over mural art, vying
for commissions from the Fascist government to represent the new Italy.216 Prampolini
participated in these vociferous conversations, which intensified leading up to the Milan
Triennale of 1933, publishing the article “Dalla pittura murale alle composizioni polimateriche”
(“From mural painting to polymaterial compositions”) that same year.217 In this, his first usage of
the term, he argued that composizioni polimateriche, would replace flat, painted paintings with
large-scale “vivid and direct contrast of the materials themselves.”218 He also staked his claim for
his pioneering experiments with a short account of his artistic trajectory:
My polymaterial research started at the same time as my pictorial ones in 1914, then
aroused the most lively interest also on the part of foreigners (such as Picasso and
Cocteau who visited my studio) and in recent years have led me to more concrete
achievements, which while arousing astonishment in the crowds visiting the Venetian
Biennials (1930–32), and the Rome Quadrennial (1931), were the beginning of a new
plastic era destined to enrich the spatial surfaces with a new emotional dimension.219
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Futurism’s primary competition came from the Novecento group, led by the critic Margherita Sarfatti.
Mario Sironi, one of the original artists of the Novecento, wrote the “Manifesto of Mural Painting” in of
1933, which sparked a flurry of retorts from the Futurists, including Prampolini.
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It is worth noting that, at the time, Prampolini’s work on a large-scale architectural installation was
prominently featured in the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista (Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution)—
the regime’s massive public spectacle orchestrated to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the March on
Rome—from 1932–34 at the Palazzo dell’Esposizione in Rome.
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Prampolini, “Dalla pittura murale alle composizioni polimateriche” in La Terra dei Vivi I, no. 6
(September 10, 1933), quoted in Ori, “Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 124. The original reads:
“Le mie ricerche polimateriche iniziate contemporaneamente a quelle pittoriche nel 1914, suscitarono
allora il più vivo interesse anche da parte di stranieri (come Picasso e Cocteau che visitarono il mio
studio) e mi hanno portato in questi ultimi anni a delle più concrete realizzazioni, che pur destando
stupore nelle folle visitatrici delle Biennali Veneziane (1930–1932) e Quadriennale di Roma (1931) erano
l’inizio di una nuova era plastica destinata ad arricchire le superfici spaziali da una nuova dimensione
emotiva.”
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Prampolini publicly established his signature art form in Fascist period exhibitions, as he
boasted in this text. The aforementioned Rome Quadriennale of 1931 included his L’automa
quotidiano (The Daily Machine) of 1930; it features tacks, sandpaper, and a paper tag with a
printed number (“34”) embedded within the painted surface (fig. 93). In a 1932 review, Futurist
poet Bruno Sanzin praised the “tactile importance” of such “polymaterial pictures”: “Enrico
Prampolini, making use of unusual elements, broadens, when it suits him, the communicative
possibilities by means of these materials, which at times have a plastic function, at other times
they rise to tactile importance.”220 Incorporating disparate elements of reality into this painting,
Prampolini’s bold colorful lines enliven the spatial play and intermingling of mixed materials,
while the iconography of this image presents an intriguing corporeality. At the bottom left,
sandpaper in the shape of a footprint hints at bodily contact, an indexical trace. In the lower right,
the white outline of the sole of a shoe makes a pair with the footprint to the left. Above the two
turned out feet, tan paper that has been cut into in the shape of a vest, hovers above a black
slanted rectangle. A line of tacks punctuates the vest, forming a row of buttons, and a ticket (a
paper tag with the number “34”) emerges from the pocket. Rendered in oil paint towards the top
left, a black bowler hat rests above a wispy white and blue cloud, threatening to drift away.221
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Bruno G. Sanzin, “Quadri polimaterici di Enrico Prampolini alla Biennale,” Futurismo I, no.
(November 13, 1932), which is a reproduction of the article that appeared in the Trieste newspaper Il
Piccolo della Sera, quoted in Ori, “Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 124. Although Sanzin is
reviewing Prampolini’s work in the Venice Biennale, he references the work exhibited at the
Quadriennale. The original reads: “Enrico Prampolini valendosi di elementi inconsueti, allarga, quando
gli conviene le possibilità comunicative per mezzo appunto di questi materiali, che alle volte hanno una
funzione plastica, tal’altra assurgono ad importanza tattile (vedi Quadriennale romana), ecc.”
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The hat, intriguingly, may be a nod to Marinetti, who was frequently pictured wearing a bowler, as
were many of the Futurists (figs. 94, 95). It also may allude to Magritte, for whom the accessory was a
signature motif throughout his Surrealist paintings. Bowlers were initially “designed for the British
middle class.” According to curator Beatrice Behlen, “It denoted informality and practicality, as it was
juxtaposed with the more formal top hat. In the early 20th century, the bowler became one of the most
popular hats.” https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-magritte-fascinated-bowler-hats.
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Taken together, the pair of foot and shoe prints, vest, and hat suggest a figure that is no longer
present. Perhaps the subject has left, swallowed through the dark void at the center of the
composition. The title, L’automa quotidiano, insinuates a hint of irony. Considering the absence
of the figure, one might think about the toll of industrialized modern life, particularly on the
body, and the mechanization of human corporeality. Returning to the notion of the devaluation of
manual skill, it may also point to how processes of automatization render the body useless.
Simultaneously, the name of the work reflects the Futurist interest in automation, the machine,
and new technologies.222 Given Prampolini’s inclusion of dimensional and “quotidian” materials,
however, this painting insistently beckons a more haptic engagement. For instance, a viewer
might imagine how a body, perhaps one’s own, would occupy the space within the picture plane:
your fingers running over the slick and round tacks-turned-buttons of the vest, the feel of a piece
of paper in one’s pocket, the coarse grains of sandpaper against the sole of your foot.
Prampolini continued to elaborate his incipient notion of polimaterismo, and while
embroiled in the mural debate, reworked the text from his 1933 article into “Al di là della pittura,
verso i polimaterici” (“Beyond painting, towards polymaterials”), published in Stile Futurista in
August 1934 (fig. 96).223 In this essay, according to Lista, Prampolini “focuses more and more
systematically on polimaterismo, outlining, now also in a theoretical and programmatic sense, a
parallel line of polymaterial research (“ricerca polimaterica”) that joins idealismo cosmico as
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See, for example, Vinicio Paladini and Ivo Pannagi, “Manifesto dell’arte meccanica futurista
(“Manifesto of Futurist Art”), in La Nuova Lacerba (Rome), June 20, 1922.
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Prampolini, “Al di là della pittura verso i polimaterici,” Stile futurista: estetica della macchina I, no. 2
(August 1934). This was Prampolini’s response to the Novecento’s publication of their “Manifesto della
pittura murale” in 1933. See also Ori, “Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 125n120. Stile futurista
is another periodical founded by Prampolini with Fillìa in Rome in 1934 and then published in Turin.
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another crucial creative trend of the aesthetics of the decade.”224 In the first part of the text,
Prampolini promotes Futurism’s breaking free from painting: “towards a new aesthetic and
technical world, called to express—plastically—the human contingencies of the new spiritual
mysticism in which we live.”225 In the very same issue of Stile Futurista, Prampolini presented
another manifesto (with a similar title to the 1933 version), “Dalla pittura murale alle
composizioni polimateriche. Manifesto dell’arte murale” (From mural painting to polymaterial
compositions. Manifesto of mural art), in which he writes:
The birth of the polimaterico, a Futurist medium that harmoniously coordinates the
contrast of different materials, has offered the artist creator’s imagination a new plastic
palette which, replacing the traditional pictorial palette, opens infinite and unsuspected
possibilities to the sensitive artist, who can find a rich and inexhaustible source of
inspiration in the plurimaterico emotive play.226
Two years later, in 1935, Prampolini provided his first full definition of “arte
polimaterica” in an article published on the occasion of the first Futurist Mostra nazionale di
Plastica murale (National Exhibition of Plastic Murals), which took place in Genoa in 1934 (fig.
97). Prampolini organized this exhibition along with Marinetti, Fillia, and Federico De Filippis,
and presented his oversize polymaterial compositions—including Sintesi cosmica dell'idea
fascista (Cosmic Synthesis of the Fascist Idea), and three maquettes entitled Gioventù fascista,
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“Verso un nuovo mondo estetico e tecnico, chiamato a esprimere—plasticamente—le contingenze
umane della nuova mistica spirituale che viviamo,” Prampolini, “Al di là della pittura, verso i
polimaterici,” Stile futurista I, no. 2 (August 1934), quoted in Lista, Enrico Prampolini, 235n9.
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“La nascita del polimaterico, mezzo futurista che coordina armonicamente il contrasto dei differenti
materiali, ha offerto alla fantasia dell’artista creatore una nuova tavolozza plastica che, in sostituzione
della tradizionale tavolozza pittorica, apre possibilità infinite e insospettate all’artista sensibile, il quale
può trovare nel giuoco emotivo plurimaterico una ricca e inesauribile fonte di ispirazione.” Quoted in Ori,
“Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 126n125. During this period of the mid-1930s, the terms
“polimaterico” and “plastica murale” tend to get confused, a confusion that Prampolini makes himself.
See Ori, p. 125 for further on the distinction between the two terms. Ori argues that “La Plastica murale”
is a product of “arte polimaterica,” and that “the latter [is] understood as an innovative macro-category
like painting and sculpture.”
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Credere-Obbedire-Combattere e Libro e moschetto fascista perfetto (Fascist Youth, BelieveObey-Combat and Perfect Fascist Book and Musket) (fig. 98). In this instance, Prampolini
aligned his abstract idiom with Fascist propaganda, idealismo cosmico with mistica fascista
(Fascist mysticism). In his self-promoting review of the exhibition published in Stile futurista,
Prampolini vaunted his approach to modernist wall reliefs, claiming that it superseded the merely
illusionistic: “L’arte polimaterica is a new plastic expression, where the materials themselves
shaped and orchestrated among themselves have the suggestive power to establish new
volumetric and emotional dimensions and to create new representative plastic harmonies.”227
Much of this text (and versions of it in undated manuscripts) void of Fascist references, was
transposed in his 1944 L’Arte polimaterica.228
Automatismi polimaterici and l’Arte Polimaterica (1940s)
Prampolini initiated the next phase of arte polimaterica with his series of Automatismi
polimaterici in the early 1940s, followed by his tract on the subject in 1944, as war erupted all
around him. Among the first iterations of arte polimaterica during this period is Stato d’animo

227

“L’arte polimaterica è una nuova espressione plastica, dove le materie stesse foggiate e orchestrate fra
di loro hanno il potere suggestivo di stabilire delle nuove dimensioni volumetriche ed emotive e di creare
delle nuove armonie plastiche rappresentative. La nuova architettura funzionale esige infatti una
altrettanto nuova e assoluta interpretazione plastica delle vaste superfici spaziali; è naturale quindi che ad
una nuova realtà architettonica corrisponda una nuova ed adeguata realtà tecnica.” Prampolini, “La
Mostra nazionale di Plastica murale,” in Stile futurista II (March 1935): 6–7, quoted in Ori, “Enrico
Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 126n126. The term “plastica murale” officially appeared in 1934 on
the occasion of the Prima Mostra Nazionale di Plastica Murale per l’Edilizia Fascista at the Palazzo
Ducale in Genoa. Prampolini signs the collective text “Un manifesto Polemico. La plastica Murale
futurista” (A Polemical Manifesto: The Futurist Mural Plastic) that appears in Stile futurista in December
1934.
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In an undated manuscript about the I Mostra nazionale di Plastica murale, Prampolini writes about his
new concept of an arte polimaterica, backdating his invention of it to the 1910s. “L’arte polimaterica (da
me iniziata nel 1914 per raggiungere poi dal 1928 ad oggi dei risultati artisticamente concreti) è una
nuova espressione plastica,” MACRO, CRDAV, FEP, fascicolo 047, S VII B2 C12, manoscritto non
datato e titolato (titolo provvisorio a matita forse non messo da Prampolini Architettura futurista), quoted
in Ori, “Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 127n127.
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plastico marino (Automatismo polimaterico B) (Sculptural Marine State of Mind [Polymaterial
Automatism B]), ca. 1940 (dated 1937 by the artist; fig. 99). In the title, Prampolini directly
refers to Boccioni’s concept of “plastic states of mind” from over twenty years earlier. In 1914,
Boccioni had proclaimed, “the very principle of pictorial emotion is a state of mind. It’s the
organization of the plastic elements of reality interpreted in the very emotionality of their
dynamism and not the transcription of images reflecting literary or philosophical ideas.”229 In
this polimaterico, a marine environment is conveyed not by mimesis, but rather via actual objects
that conjure the sea: cork, wire, a sliver of mother of pearl, even a desiccated seahorse. The
fragments of reality are placed at the center of the composition, standing out against a white
background, which itself is surrounded by a textured gray-and-white modeled surface with
jagged edges, suggesting the porous rocks found along the waterfront, perhaps with a coating of
frothy sea foam.230 Extending this coastal atmosphere, on the right side of the polimaterico,
underneath the other materials, Prampolini layered light brown sandpaper of a very fine grit,
which intersects with coarser black sandpaper (or perhaps tar paper)—the soft sand and rough
pumice by the shore, perhaps. Entwined within the undulating wire (which projects outward
from the picture plane), a white circular object placed above an orange square conjures a
lifebuoy. Taken together, the artist’s arrangement of these seemingly random things, evokes a
marine environment, provoking sensations of being seaside or perhaps underwater. (Considering,
however, the inherently wet nature of the sea, the materials, somewhat surprisingly, are
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Boccioni, Futurist Painting Sculpture (Plastic Dynamism) (1914), trans. Agin and Versari (Los
Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2016), 150. See also p. 50.
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This element also brings to mind the process of frottage, an automatic technique frequently used by
Max Ernst, that is created by laying paper atop a textured surface and then rubbing over it with a pencil or
crayon. In 1926, Ernst published a collection of drawings made using this method. Entitled Histoire
Naturelle (Natural History) it depicted a wooded dreamscape populated by bird-like creatures.
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remarkably dry, connoting the blanched detritus washed up on the beach.) By including “plastic
equivalents of life itself,” Prampolini realizes Boccioni’s conception of an “object-environment”
in this work.231
This aquatic world may have also been inspired by the “scientific-poetic cinema” of
Jean Painlevé (1902–1989), in particular, L’Hippocampe (The Seahorse), 1933. Among his bestknown films, Prampolini likely saw it while living in Paris and through his contact with Luigi
Russolo.232 In a dreamy, surrealist style, Painlevé documents the marvels of the underwater lives
of seahorses, capturing “the smallest manifestations of the biomorphic activities of nature.”233 In
the black-and-white film, the narrator describes how the small fish’s “top resembles a horse, its
bottom a caterpillar,” and that, in spite of its strange look, the seahorse is “only an ordinary
fish”—a characterization that would have appealed to Prampolini’s appetite for fusing
discordant, ordinary things, to create something entirely new or unexpected. The presence of the
“cavalluccio marino” may also be a subtle allusion to Boccioni’s Dinamismo di un cavallo in
corsa + case (Dynamism of a Speeding Horse + Houses) of 1915, the free-standing assemblage
suggestive of an environment (see fig. 37). In Prampolini’s case, he employs the actual thing—
“relitto di vita”—the delicate carcass of a little horse of the sea to conjure a nautical habitat. In
the artist’s own words, “It was a question of taking the concept of totally and integrally replacing
231

Boccioni, “Why We Are Futurists” in Futurist Painting Sculpture (1914), reproduced in Futurist
Painting Sculpture (Plastic Dynamism), trans. Agin and Versari, 90. It is also worth noting that at the end
of the year, the Battle of Taranto took place in Southern Italy (November 11–12, 1941). The British
launched a decisive airstrike on the Italian naval base that was apparently studied by the Japanese High
Command leading up to the attack on Pearl Harbor the following year.
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As part of his experimental music practice, Russolo used his rumorarmonio to accompany films,
including those of Painlevé, in the early ‘30s in Paris. Russolo also collaborated with Prampolini, playing
his rumorarmonio for the Théâtre de la Pantomime Futuriste (Theater of Futurist Performance) in 1927 in
Paris (co-directed by Prampolini and Maria Ricotti). Russolo and Prampolini were members of the Parisbased Cercle et Carré.
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the painted reality with the reality of matter to its extreme consequences. To intuit the emotional
and evocative value of the materials themselves in their rhythmic-spatial play.”234
Although his series of automatismi polimaterici are highly tactile, they are not intended
to be touched (as we saw with Marinetti and Benedetta’s tattilismo) but viewed. Prampolini’s
juxtaposition of raw textures, or in his own words—through the “live and direct contrast of the
materials themselves”—stimulates the viewer’s imagination, as one’s eye travels over the
heterogeneous surfaces, what Prampolini regards as tattilismo ottico (“optical tactilism”).235
Compared to the tactile panels of Marinetti and Benedetta, which necessitated the touch of a
participant, the polimaterici instead function “exclusively on the suggestive and expressive
power of the material.”236 The materia-oggetto (“material-object”) of Prampolini’s
polimaterismo is not didactic nor therapeutic, alternatively it reflects an interest in challenging
categories of medium while investigating materiality and the sensorium by privileging the
physical properties of the art work. In the artist’s treatment, the flat surface of the picture plane,
as Lista argues,
becomes increasingly encrusted, saturated, self-significant and self-evident, endowed
with a plastic strength in which all the evocative potential of the work resides. In other
words, the psychic vanishing point is no longer found in the spatial organization of the
composition but must be sought within the material itself and in the suggestions it
triggers.237
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“Si trattava di portare alle estreme conseguenze il concetto di sostituire, totalmente e integralmente, la
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The slightly later Automatismo polimaterico F (Polymaterial Automatism F), 1941, is
among the most deconstructed works that the artist ever made (fig. 100). In it, Prampolini
continues an investigation of material and matter, although relinquishes the more deliberate
composition of the earlier polymaterial works. As the title implies, the collage references
automatism (a technique favored by the Surrealists, who borrowed the term from psychology,
where it describes involuntary bodily actions not controlled by the conscious mind). In fact,
Prampolini advocated that “the polimaterista must create in a quasi-meditative state of
automatism . . . where the sensory and affective faculties converge and coincide.”238 Although
the term automatism had been used several times by Marinetti, Prampolini’s use of it
undoubtedly refers to Breton’s notion of “pure psychic automatism . . . the dictation of thought in
the absence of all control exercised by reason and outside all moral or aesthetic concerns” forged
in Le Manifeste du Surréalisme (Manifesto of Surrealism) in 1924. On this point, Prampolini’s
agenda differs starkly from the cognitive system of discrimination elaborated by Montessori. In
his practice of arte polimaterica, “the subject is suggested by a state of mind of the artist in
conversation with the material.”239 The pictorial arrangement of Automatismo polimaterico F is
seemingly devoid of logic: fluffy white cotton, a fragile branch of coral, a dark feather, a dry
crinkly leaf, and a crooked wire all appear randomly scattered across a rough ground of unevenly
applied paint. The viewer is left to make their own associations, the aspect of automatism
extending from creator to the observer. In the spatial free play of this work, Lista praises
Prampolini’s ability to evoke “lyricism from the raw material, composing objects with mostly
soft textures, soft surfaces, light and muffled densities,” which suggests, in his view, the plant
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world and the cyclical rhythms of nature.240 For instance, the dark sphere nestled among the
white nebulous substance towards the top left of the board might be read as a cotton boll in the
process of opening, or as a planet among the heavens. Created the same year as the attack on
Pearl Harbor, it is difficult not to see it as bomb exploding, releasing plumes of smoke. In such a
reading, Prampolini’s microcosm might then offer a sensorial rumination on the fragile yet
regenerative life cycle.241
Prampolini exhibited many of these works in a major retrospective at the Galleria di
Roma in 1941 (fig. 101). In the catalogue, the artist states that it was organic and metamorphic
processes related to the “becoming of matter” that occupied his thinking and work of this period
(and throughout his career), envisioning a new world through his experimental practice. He
elucidates that:
the subject [of the exhibition] is a continuous variation of the theme of the “becoming of
matter,” whether conceived through the forms of human nature or through geological,
biological and biochemical entities. The concept of metamorphosis presides over the
creation of elements of composition in these works of mine, in which the becoming of a
new world manifests itself with a development that starts from the inside and goes
outwards, in a conceptualistic process of spiritual transfiguration and formal
transposition.242
Prampolini’s polymaterial experiments and theories culminated in his 1944 text, in which
he drew on his previous writing and five manuscripts, and which he published as part of a new
book series, Anticipazioni, that he initiated in Rome in the early 1940s. Leading up to this time,
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Photographs of the December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor circulated widely in the press, showing
the dramatic billows of smoke over the island of Oahu, Hawaii and displayed the spectacular power of
aerial warfare (which the Futurist had celebrated the decade earlier in his aeropittura).
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Enrico Prampolini, (Rome: Galleria di Roma, 1941), quoted in Lista, Enrico Prampolini, 250–251.
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Prampolini had faced increasing isolation within the Parisian art scene, particularly after his
participation in the 1935 exhibition, Les Futuristes Italiens, at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune (fig.
102). Lista describes how, after this presentation, Prampolini was no longer as active in the
avant-garde circles in Paris since Futurism was essentially condemned for its support of what
was coming to be recognized as a violent regime.243 It was less than a year earlier, in June of
1934, that Mussolini had welcomed Hitler to Venice, a meeting heavily publicized in the
press.244 After having spent twelve years in the French capital, Prampolini returned to Rome in
1937. In spite of such ostracization in France and while navigating the complexities of advancing
experimental art and ideas amidst the worsening political situation in Italy, Prampolini continued
his multi-faceted practice, making and exhibiting new work, among other artistic endeavors.
At the beginning of the 1940s, Prampolini, with Giovanni Boni and Ugo Blättler,
launched the Anticipazioni series, published by the Fratelli Bocca bookshop in Rome under the
name Edizioni del Secolo, which would be the platform for his treatise on arte polimaterica (fig.
76). This publishing project was an ambitious undertaking, yielding elegant, small booklets (13.5
x 10.5 cm). Each volume focused on a particular avant-garde theme or prominent innovator from
across artistic disciplines in Italy and abroad—from Picasso’s sculpture to Cocteau’s poetics of
243

Although his name appears among the signatories of the Manifeste dimensioniste (Dimensionist
Manifesto) launched by Charles Sirató in Paris in 1936, Prampolini’s involvement was, as Lista puts it,
only an “ephemeral return to the international avant-garde scene” and that “the isolation of the artist in
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In an essay for Stile futurista, Prampolini decried Hitler’s 1934 speech against avant-garde art. At a
Nazi Party rally in Nuremberg that fall, the Führer admonished “the driveling Dadaist, Cubist, and
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(September 1934). While Prampolini’s retort reflects his internationalism and is one of the most
significant Futurist documents registering the defense of modern art, the artist would face an increasingly
stultifying situation in Fascist Italy, where he would participate in the propagandistic exhibitions
organized by the regime.
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film—and featured brief, illustrated essays. As stated on the back page of each, Anticipazioni
was a “series of informative summaries dedicated to the precursors and innovators of every
nation, who in the ARTS, LETTERS, and THEATER, anticipating the advent of new artistic
currents or being their representative exponents, have contributed, or contribute to, giving a
physiognomy to the art of our time.”245 In July 1944—that is, after the fall of the Fascist regime
and immediately following the liberation of Rome by the Allies, in a country still divided by the
Republic of Salò—the rights of the series were transferred to the Organizzazione Editoriale
Tipografica (O.E.T.), however the editorial approach and distinct visual style of the books did
not change and Prampolini remained in charge of the artistic direction and selection of authors
and subjects.246 Up to this point, eleven volumes had been published, including Arte polimaterica
(verso un’arte collettiva?), the seventh volume in the series and his treatise on a new tactile art
form.
In the booklet, Prampolini catalogues much of his own polimaterico experiments. Ori
describes it as “a sort of conclusive manifesto . . . [in] which the artist collects all the experiences
over the course of three decades.”247 The text is divided into six parts: (1) “Premessa dell’Arte
Polimaterica” (Premises of Polymaterial Art); (2) “Il ‘quadro da cavalletto’ ultima esperienza
romantica” (Easel Painting: The Last Romantic Experience); (3) “Dal frammento alla
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manuscripts, Prampolini interpolates the 1944 treatise with excerpts from texts published between 1933 to
1938, including: “Dalla pittura murale alle composizioni polimateriche” (1933), “Al di là della pittura
verso i polimaterici” (1934), “Dalla pittura murale alle composizioni polimateriche. Manifesto dell’arte
murale” (1936), “Funzionalità architettonica del polimaterico,” and “Al di là della pittura verso l’arte
polimaterica” (1938). See p. 129.

95

composizione” ( From Fragment to Composition); (4) “Introduzione all’Arte polimaterica”
(Introduction to Polymaterial Art); (5) “Funzionalità architettonica del polimaterico” (The
Architectonic Functionalism of the Polymaterial); (6) “Verso un’arte collettiva?” (Towards a
Collective Art?). In the introductory sections, Prampolini considers the history of “artistic
creation, from the earliest civilizations to today.”248 By the fourth section, he explains the term,
arte polimaterica: “in shaping this word I intended to define and summarize a series of personal
experiences on the plastic arts, ranging from 1912 to today.”249 While stating that there is no
direct lineage of arte polimaterica—he claims himself to be the originator—the artist does
acknowledge “the papier collés of Futurist and Cubist painters (1911–14); to the so-called
collages of the Dadaists (1917) and the Surrealists (1928) or to their sculture-d’oggetti
(1933).”250 He continues:
Although in the experiences of the aforementioned innovative artistic currents there was a
desire to enrich the palette with extra-pictorial elements (such as, for example: business
cards, newspapers, typographical characters, wallpaper, etc.), there was, however, an a
priori error of principle: the eternal compromise between illusion and reality. The
concern of still wanting to compete with painting or, in any case, the desire to create a
relationship between painting and the applied element (graphic or arabesque typography)
always remained a problem exclusively of a visual order, of plastically epidermal
competition. . . . It was a question of taking the concept of totally and integrally replacing
the painted reality with the reality of matter to its extreme consequences. To intuit the
emotional and evocative value of the materials themselves in their rhythmic-spatial
play.251
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Prampolini, Arte polimaterica (Verso un’arte collettiva?), 2.
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Ibid., 7.
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Ibid. Alongside several illustrations of Prampolini’s work, including Béguinage, Metamorfosi cosmica,
and Stato d’animo plastico marino (Automatismo polimaterico B), are reproductions of Picasso’s papiercollé, Dice, Packet of Cigarettes, and Visiting-Card (Spring 1914; although Prampolini’s dates it to 1916
under a slightly different title), as well as Salvador Dalí’s assemblage with shoe, Objet surréaliste à
fonctionnement symbolique- le soulier de Gala (original 1931; Prampolini dates it to 1933). Emphasis in
original.
251

Ibid., 8. Emphasis in original.

96

According to the artist, this led to his first esperienze polimateriche and his establishing a new
“nomenclature of plastic values destined for further development.”252 What started as a means of
individual expression, with the polymaterial could “become a means of collective expression.”253
Prampolini then proceeds to declare his thesis (as previewed in the epigraph to this
chapter): “L’ARTE POLIMATERICA IS NOT A TECHNIQUE BUT—LIKE PAINTING AND
SCULPTURE—A RUDIMENTARY, ELEMENTARY METHOD OF ARTISTIC
EXPRESSION, ITS EVOCATIVE POWER COMMITTED TO THE PLASTIC
ORCHESTRATION OF MATERIAL.”254 Relative to the polimaterismo of twenty or thirty years
prior (or what he retroactively came to deem polimaterismo), the one now postulated by
Prampolini is an autonomous artistic discipline, worthy of appearing alongside painting and
sculpture. “It is also of great interest,” Ori argues, “to underline how, by defining l’Arte
Polimaterica as a separate thing from painting and sculpture, Prampolini anticipates artistic and
conceptual expressions that still today can be defined as not traditionally categorized.”255 The
artist also describes the emotional two-dimensionality (bidimensionalità emotiva) of arte
polimaterica since it draws on the confluence of “two dimensions, one physical (optical
tactilism), the other psychic (calculation of influences) . . . whose suggestive value is found in
the secret resonance of the transubstantiation of matter.”256 According to Prampolini, “in this
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Ibid., 9. Emphasis in original.
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Ori, “Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura,” 130.
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Prampolini, Arte polimaterica (Verso un’arte collettiva?), 10–11.
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secret resonance lies the whole meaning of the subject matter of the polimaterico as an
expression of pure art.”257 He concludes the essay, yearning for a “new humanism,” under the
heading, “Verso un’arte collettiva?”—a question also posed in the subtitle of the booklet. He
specifies that arte polimaterica, through a harmonious relationship with architecture, is capable
of an ethical function. In closing he addresses the “current world conflict” (although he does not
confront Fascism explicitly), pronouncing artistic expression as “innate to the needs of society of
the new age,” that it is “destined . . . to become a spiritual instrument of public utility.”258
__________________________________

Prampolini published his treatise on polimaterismo the same year that Marinetti died and in the
wake of Italy’s catastrophic involvement in World War II. An artist who was constantly
engaging with his own legacy (as evidenced by his revisionist inclinations of his own oeuvre), as
well as that of the Futurists, he was a driving force in the postwar cultural scene. Together with
Gino Severini and Joseph Jarema, Prampolini co-founded the Rome Art Club in 1945, in a city
ravaged by the war, to promote contemporary Italian art through international collaboration.259
For instance, in 1949 he organized the Mostra Internazionale dell’Art Club in 1949 (less than
two months after James T. Soby and Alfred H. Barr’s exhibition Twentieth-Century Italian Art at
the Museum of Modern Art, New York), featuring many of the artists who would lead the Italian
avant-garde in the decade to come (and many of whom were excluded in the presentation at

257

Ibid., 11. Emphasis in original.
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Ibid., 13–14. Emphasis in original: “Espressione artistica connaturata alle esigenze delle società dei
tempi nuovi essa è destinata . . . a divenire uno strumento spirituale di utilità pubblica.”
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“Attività dell’Art Club 1945–1949,” in Art Club (June 1949): 19–20.
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MoMA).260 Among the artists involved with the Rome Art Club coterie was Alberto Burri, who
would be a chief proponent of postwar tactile art with his ripped, tattered, and otherwise
mutilated reliefs that insistently engage the sense of touch and a wounded corporeality. In his
breakthrough series, Sacchi (sacks), the former doctor and prisoner of war repurposed discarded
scraps of burlap bags, stitching them back together to create a variegated surface on a traditional
support. James Johnson Sweeney, one of Burri’s earliest American advocates, described at the
time how the artist “vitalizes the dead materials in which he works, makes them live and
bleed.”261 As a result of the physical trauma that the humble materials endured, Burri’s paintings
are emphatically corporeal, while pushing the traditional boundaries of painting.262 In this, he
owes a debt to Prampolini’s polimaterismo, and, in turn, the Futurist exploration of tactility,
which anticipated the critical engagement with the materials and processes of art in the 1950s
and 1960s.263
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Mostra Internazionale dell’Art Club, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, Rome, November 6–20,
1949. Raffaele Bedarida summarizes, “The notable exclusion of Prampolini from the 1949 exhibition [at
MoMA], beyond his individual case, gives a sense of the ideological restraints of MoMA: by ignoring the
Fascist support of modernism and the presence of important abstract art movements during the ventennio,
it understood Italian post-war abstraction and Informale as derivative respectively of the Parisian School
and the American Abstract Expressionism rather than a phenomenon with specific roots and historical
reason.” In “Export / Import: The Promotion of Contemporary Italian Art in the United States, 1935–
1969” (PhD diss., The City University of New York, 2016), 134.
261

James Johnson Sweeny, Burri (Rome: Obelisco Galleria d’Art, 1955), 5–6, quoted in Seitz, The Art of
Assemblage, 136. Sweeney included Burri in the group exhibition “Younger European Painters at the
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York, December 2, 1953–February 21, 1954.
262

In fact, critics at the time referred to these sacks as “unpainted paintings.”
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Braun suggests that Burri’s Sacchi are “perhaps the finest realizations of arte polimaterica.” Braun
also notes the tactility of Lucio Fontana’s Tagli series, comparing Burri’s “wounds to Fontana’s “cuts.”
The pristine slices into flat, painted canvas of the latter “lacks multiple layers of relief or material
bindings, and bears fewer textural analogues to the hand and body.” See Braun, “Touch and Empathy” in
Alberto Burri: The Trauma of Painting (New York: Guggenheim, 2015), 55–56.
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Alongside Burri, the Art Informel of Jean Dubuffet, Jean Fautrier, and Wols, with their
abraded visceral impastos, also reflected the renewal of the tactile in the aftermath of war and
carnage. Acts of destruction became a mode of productive and cathartic experimentation for
artists exploring the status of art and the existential notion of the void.264 The 1960s witnessed
the violent yet generative acts of the Nouveau Réalistes, for instance, and more germane to this
study, artists associated with Arte Povera of the late 1960s and into the early ‘70s foregrounded
the tangible nature of materials by elevating so-called “poor” substances and ordinary things.
The Futurist interest in touch and their appetite for non-traditional materials can also be traced
within the postwar United States, as evidenced in Robert Rauschenberg’s “combine-paintings,”
and anticipating the “eccentric abstraction” of the mid-1960s, as in Lee Bontecou’s “gaping
reliefs” that evoke the bodily through her act of reclaiming urban detritus.265 William Seitz’s
wide-ranging 1961 exhibition, The Art of Assemblage, encompassed many of these artist’s
works, from Picasso to Bontecou, including a so-named polimaterico automatismo by
Prampolini.266
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Paul Schimmel writes: “On one level, these experiments represented purely formal investigations, as
artists questioned the status of flatness as the irreducible condition of the medium of painting.
Simultaneously, the assault on the picture plane resonated with an existential void that was opening up
after the war.” Schimmel, “Painting the Void,” in Destroy the Picture: Painting the Void, 1949–1962
(New York: Skira Rizzoli; Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 2012), 188.
265

Both Rauschenberg and Bontecou spent time in Italy shortly after the war. Rauschenberg accompanied
Cy Twombly on an eight-month sojourn through Italy in August of 1952, including stops in Palermo and
Rome (Twombly would move to Rome in 1957, eventually making it his primary home). Bontecou stayed
in Rome during the academic year of 1956, as the recipient of a Fulbright scholarship. Lucy Lippard,
“Eccentric Abstraction,” Art International 10, no. 9 (November 1966): 28 cited in Jo Applin, Eccentric
Objects: Rethinking Sculpture in 1960s America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), chap. 1,
https://www-aaeportal-com.ezproxy.rice.edu/?id=-15443#A-15443_102.
266

Prampolini’s Polimaterico automatismo C (1940), oil on cardboard, with rubber tubing, clock works,
mica, sponge, bone, 13 x 16 in., was included in The Art of Assemblage at the Museum of Modern Art,
New York, October 2–November 12, 1961, and illustrated in the catalogue (plate 169).
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With Prampolini figuring as a vital link between Italian avant-garde and other
contemporary art movements during the interwar period and beyond, he helped to ensure the
legacy of Futurist tactility—a multi-faceted and intergenerational engagement as
as explored through the innovating practices of Boccioni, Marinetti, Benedetta, and himself—
into the post-World War II period.267 The Futurist interest in touch yielded a highly experimental
body of works, while their embrace of “all elements of reality” blurred the boundaries between
mediums and between art and life. Futurist tattilismo interrogated the cognitive, psychological,
and associative richness of diverse materials and textures and argued for the vital power of touch
as a mode of knowledge in a world increasingly permeated by images. That this legacy has been
largely lost over time undoubtedly results from the association of Futurism with Fascism. Yet the
movement’s ideas and justifications for a tactile art continue to resonate today, when so often
touch is deferred or mediated by the digital world. Moreover, touch and the handling of materials
are still key to the Montessori method as well as to mental health and occupational therapies,
affirming Prampolini’s belief in polimaterismo as a collective art and “spiritual instrument of
public utility.”
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See Braun’s discussion of the influence of Prampolini in the art of Alberto Burri (1915–1995) in
“Touch and Empathy,” 53.
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Figure 37. Umberto Boccioni, Dinamismo di un cavallo in corsa + case (Dynamism of a
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Window), 1912–13. Watercolor on paper, 19 7/16 x 12 1/16 inches (49.3 x 30.7 cm). Civiche
Raccolte d’Arte, Gabinetto dei Disegni, Milan. Reproduced in Laura Mattioli Rossi, ed.,
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Guggenheim, 2004), 134.
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футуристическая выставка
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Figure 40. Vladimir Tatlin,
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wood, and metal attachment
elements, 28 x 46 1/2 in. (71
x 118 cm). Fondation
Beyeler, Riehen.
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Oil on canvas, 39.4 x 39.6 in. (100 x 100.5 cm). Sprengel Museum, Hanover.

Figure 42. Umberto Boccioni, Visioni simultanee (Simultaneous Visions), 1911. Oil on canvas,
60.5 x 60.5 cm. Von der Heydt Museum, Wuppertal.
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7/8 x 5 x 2 1/2 in. (22.5 x 12.7 x 6.4 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Promised
Gift from the Leonard A. Lauder Cubist Collection.
Reproduced in Rebecca Rabinow, Cubism: The
Leonard A. Lauder Collection, ed. Emily Braun and
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Art: New York, 2014), 158 cat. 75.
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500450

Figure 44. Pablo Picasso, Glass of Absinthe, Paris,
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(6.4 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of Louise Reinhardt Smith.
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Figure 45. Marcel Duchamp, Bicycle Wheel, New York, 1951 (third version, after lost original of
1913). Metal wheel mounted on painted wood stool, 51 x 25 x 16 ½ in. (129.5 x 63.5 x 41.9 cm).
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Sidney and Harriet Janis Collection.
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81631
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Figures 46, 47. Edith Clifford Williams, Plâtre à toucher chez de Zayas, 1916. Plaster,
dimensions unknown. Reproduced in Marcel Duchamp’s 1917 journal, Rongwrong.
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Figure 48. Front page of L’Italia Futurista 1, no. 6 (August 25, 1916). Text by F.T. Marinetti,
drawing by Giacomo Balla. Biblioteca Marucelliana di Firenze.
http://futurismus.khi.fi.it/index.php?id=126&vorschau=true&stelle=&index=&type=screen&data
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Figure 49. F.T. Marinetti, “Il Tattilismo. Manifesto Futurista” (“Tactilism: Futurist Manifesto”),
January 1921. First performed in Paris, Théâtre de l’Œuvre, January 15, 1921. Reproduced in
Salaris, “The Invention of the Programmatic Avant-Garde” in Italian Futurism 1909–1944:
Reconstructing the Universe, ed. Vivian Greene (New York: Guggenheim, 2014), 38 plate 16.
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Figure 50. F.T. Marinetti and Benedetta, Sudan-Parigi (Sudan-Paris), 1921. Mixed media,
including sponge, sandpaper, grater, wool, brush, silver-coated paper, silk, velvet, and feathers
on cardboard, 50 3/4 x 35 7/10 in. (46.5 x 22.5 cm). Private collection. Reproduced in Panzera,
La Futurista: Benedetta Cappa Marinetti (Philadelphia: Moore College of Art and
Design, 1998), 41 fig. 21.
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Figure 51. Umberto Boccioni and F.T. Marinetti (at center) with other volunteers, including
Mario Sironi (second from right), of the Battaglione Lombardo Volontari Ciclisti Automobilisti,
1915. Reproduced in Benedetti, “The War Diaries of Filippo Tommaso Marinetti and Ernst
Jünger,” in International Yearbook of Futurism Studies 2 (2012): 236.
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Figure 52. John Singer Sargent, Gassed, 1918. Oil on canvas, 91 x 240 1/2 in (231 cm x 611.1
cm). Imperial War Museum, London.

Figure 53. British soldiers blinded by gas attack during the Battle of Estaires and awaiting
treatment near Bethune, France, April 10, 1918. Niday Picture Library / Alamy Stock Photo,
2DAH7D2.
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Figure 54. Alfredo Ortelli, Per la Patria i miei occhi! Per la Pace il vostro denaro. Prestito
Nazionale. Italian war poster valorizing a soldier who lost his eyes in World War I, printed by
Atelier Butteri, Turin. ca. 1918. Lithograph, 99 x 69 cm. Library of Congress Prints and
Photographs Division Washington, D.C. scp00683. https://lccn.loc.gov/2004666215
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Figure 55. Winifred Holt teaching checkers to blind officers, ca. 1910–1915. Glass slide. George
Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington,
D.C. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ggbain.20653.

Figure 56. Winifred Holt with blinded soldiers, 1916. Historia/Shutterstock, 9817016a.
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Figure 57. Blind French soldiers learning to make baskets, ca. 1917–19. Photo taken by
American Red Cross. Science History Images / Alamy Stock Photo, HRNYC5.

Figure 58. One side of the basketry workshop, St. Regent’s Park, London, ca. 1919. Reproduced
in Pearson, Victory Over Blindness: How It Was Won by the Men of St. Dunstan’s and How
Others May Win It (New York: George H. Doran, 1919), n.p.
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Figure 59. F.T. Marinetti and Benedetta
looking together at Benedetta’s painting,
ca. 1925–30.
https://lecittadelledonne.it/index.php/2021
/09/03/la-storia-damore-e-darte-tramarinetti-e-benedetta-cappa/

Figure 60. F.T. Marinetti and Benedetta in front
of Fortunato Depero’s Stormy Patriotic
Marinetti: Psychological Portrait (1924), in their
apartment in Villa Adriana, Rome, 1932. Filippo
Tommaso Marinetti Papers GEN MSS 130,
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
Yale University, New Haven, CT.

Figure 61. F.T. Marinetti, Benedetta,
Enrico Prampolini and Tato in the
Futurist section of the 3rd Biennale,
Rome, 1925. Photograph, 15 x 18 cm.
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti Papers GEN
MSS 130, Beinecke Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Yale University,
New Haven, CT.
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Figure 62. Benedetta and F.T. Marinetti
with daughters in Rome, 1934. Filippo
Tommaso Marinetti Papers GEN MSS
130, Beinecke Rare Book and
Manuscript Library, Yale University,
New Haven, CT.

Figure 63. Benedetta, F.T. Marinetti, and
their three daughters, Vittoria, Ala, and,
Luce, 1936. Reproduced in Panzera,
“Benedetta Cappa Marinetti: ‘Donna
Generatrice’” (PhD diss., The City
University of New York, 2003), 240 fig. 7.
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Figure 64. Cover of Benedetta’s Le forze umane. Romanzo astratto con sintesi grafiche (Human
Forces: Abstract Novel with Graphic Synthesis) (Foligno, Italy: Franco Campitelli Editore,
1924), 7 13/16 x 5 1/2 x 1/2 in. Wolfsoniana-Fondazione regionale per la Cultura e lo Spettacolo,
Genoa. Reproduced in Greene, ed., Italian Futurism 1909–1944: Reconstructing the Universe
(New York: Guggenheim, 2014), 187 plate 117.
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Figure 65. Maria Montessori surrounded by children upon her arrival in Berlin, ca. 1930. RogerViollet, 3644-2; RV-931213.
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Figure 66. Georg Pahl, Montessori class in Berlin, July, 1931. Photograph showing a blindfolded
child practicing tactility exercises with the didactic apparatus. Bundesarchiv, Koblenz. Bild 10215793.

Figure 67. Georg Pahl, Montessori class in Berlin, July, 1931. Photograph of children using
didactic apparatuses outside. Bundesarchiv, Koblenz. Bild 102-01685A.
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Figure 68. During his visit to the schools at the Società Umanitaria in Milan, Mussolini meets
with the director (unidentified) of the Montessori department, May 21, 1930. Soldier and
politician Attilio Teruzzi is visible to the left of the Duce and Dino Alfieri, president of the
National Institute for Fascist Culture in Milan (and who was integral to the planning of the
Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista, which opened in 1932), is visible behind Teruzzi. Istituto
Luce Cinecittà, Archivio Storico.
http://senato.archivioluce.it/senato-luce/scheda/foto/IL3000007055/12/La-visita-alle-scuoledella-societagrave-Umanitaria-di-Milano-Mussolini-si-intrattiene-con-la-direttrice-del-repartoMontessori.html
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Figure 69. Cover of Vetrina futurista di letteratura – teatro – arte (Turin: Edizioni Sindacati
Artistici, 1927; Florence: Studio per Edizioni Scelte, 1980). Thomas J. Watson Library, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 70. F.T. Marinetti, “Il teatro totale futurista,” published in Futurismo 2, no. 19 (January
15, 1933): 1. Source: https://www.futurismo.org/il-teatro-totale-futurista/
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Figures 71, 72. Benedetta,
Synthesis of Telegraphic
Communications (left) and
Synthesis of Radio
Communications (right), 1933–34.
Tempera and encaustic on canvas,
325 x 199.2 cm (left), 325 x 199.8
cm (right). Two of five panels,
Post Office, Palermo, Sicily.
Reproduced in Greene, ed., Italian
Futurism 1909–1944:
Reconstructing the Universe (New
York: Guggenheim, 2014), 321–
22 plates 296, 297.

Figures 73, 74, 75. Benedetta, Synthesis of Overland Communications (left), Synthesis of
Marine Communications (middle), and Synthesis of Aerial Communications (right), 1933–
34. Tempera and encaustic on canvas, 325 x 199 cm (left), 324.5 x 199.5 cm (middle),
324.5 x 199 cm (right). Three of five panels, Post Office, Palermo, Sicily. Reproduced in
Greene, ed., Italian Futurism 1909–1944: Reconstructing the Universe (New York:
Guggenheim, 2014), 321–25 plates 298, 299, 300.
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Figure 76. Cover of Enrico Prampolini’s Arte polimaterica (verso un’arte collettiva?) (Rome:
Anticipazioni, 1944), approx. 5 3/8 x 4 in. (13.5 x 10.5 cm). Duke University Library, Durham,
North Carolina.
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Figure 77. Cover of Esposizione Libera Futurista Internazionale, Galleria Sprovieri, Rome,
April–May 1914. https://issuu.com/memofonte/docs/018_1914
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Figure 78. Enrico Prampolini, Ritmi spaziali, dated 1913 by the artist. Tempera and collage on
cardboard, 48 x 31 cm. Private collection. Reproduced in Ori, Enrico Prampolini tra arte e
architettura. Teorie, progetti e Arte Polimaterica (PhD diss., Università di Bologna), 146 fig.
117.
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Figure 79. Enrico Prampolini, Béguinage, ca. 1918 (dated 1914 by the artist). Collage on
cardboard, 7 1/8 x 8 3/4 in. (18 x 22 cm). Private collection, Lugano. Reproduced in Ori, Enrico
Prampolini tra arte e architettura. Teorie, progetti e Arte Polimaterica (PhD diss., Università di
Bologna), 146 fig. 118.
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Figure 80. Pablo Picasso, Still Life with Chair-Caning, spring 1912. Oil and oilcloth on canvas,
with rope frame, 29 x 37 cm. Musée Picasso, Paris. Reproduced in Poggi, In Defiance of
Painting: Cubism, Futurism, and the Invention of Collage (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1992), xviii fig. 1.
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Figure 81. Cover of Prampolini’s journal Noi, no. 1, June 1917. Fondren Library, Rice
University, Houston, Texas.
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Figure 82. Jean (Hans) Arp, Soulier bleu renversé à deux talons, sous une voûte noire
(Overturned Blue Shoe with Two Heels Under a Black Vault), ca. 1925. Painted wood, 79.3 x
104.6 x 5 cm. Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice. https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/257
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Figure 83. Cover of Exposition de Collages, with essay “La Peinture au défi” by Louis Aragon.
Galerie Goemans, Paris, 1930.
https://www.sothebys.com/en/buy/auction/2021/bibliotheque-hubert-heilbronn-envoisprovenances-reliures/la-peinture-au-defi-paris-galerie-goemans-1930
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Figure 84. Pablo Picasso, Guitare (Guitar), 1928, and Joan Miró, Danseuse espagnole (Spanish
Dancer), 1928, as illustrated in the catalogue for Exposition de Collages, Galerie Goemans,
Paris, 1930.
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Figure 85. Joan Miró, Danseuse espagnole (Spanish Dancer), Paris, mid-February–Spring 1928.
Sandpaper, paper, string, nails, linoleum, drafting triangle, hair, cork, and paint on flocked paper
mounted on wood boards, 43 1/8 x 28 in. (109.5 x 71.1 cm). Private collection. Reproduced in
Anne Umland, ed., Joan Miró: Painting and Anti-Painting 1927–1937 (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2008), 50 plate 9.
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Figure 86. Enrico Prampolini, Intervista con la materia (Interview with Matter), 1930 (dated
1927 by the artist). Oil, enamel, cork, galalith, and sponge on wood, 99.6 x 80.3 cm. Galleria
Civica d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, Turin. Reproduced in Greene, ed., Italian Futurism
1909–1944: Reconstructing the Universe (New York: Guggenheim, 2014), 333 plate 308.
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Figure 87. Intervista con la materia, 1930. Mixed media on cardboard, 48.8 x 67.8 cm. Private
collection. Reproduced in Lista, Enrico Prampolini (Rome: Carocci, 2013), fig. 40.
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Figure 88. Intervista con la materia, 1930. Mixed media on cardboard, 61.1 x 43.3 cm. Private
collection. Reproduced in Lista, Enrico Prampolini (Rome: Carocci, 2013), fig. 39.
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Figure 89. Enrico Prampolini, Spiritualità extraterrestre (Extraterrestrial Spirituality), 1932. Oil
on board, 18.9 x 20.9 in. (48 x 53 cm). Location unknown.
https://library.artstor.org/asset/SS36847_36847_34520957

178

Figure 90. Enrico Prampolini, Metamorfosi cosmica (Cosmic Metamorphosis), 1935. Oil, cork,
sandpaper, and bark on hardboard, 200 x 126 cm. Private collection. Reproduced in Lista, Enrico
Prampolini: futurista europeo (Rome: Carocci, 2013), plate 51.
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Figure 91. Regina, Il Paese del cieco (The Land of the Blind), 1936. Aluminum relief, 14 1/4 x
20 1/2 x 1 1/4 in. (36 x 52 x 3 cm). Gaetano Fermani Collection, Milan. Reproduced in
Futurism: An Anthology, eds. Lawrence Rainy, Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), fig. 95.
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Figure 92. Cover of Mostra di trentaquattro pittori futuristi, Galleria Pesaro, Milan, December
1927.
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Figure 93. Enrico Prampolini, L’automa quotidiano (The Daily Machine), 1930. Oil and collage
on wood, 100 x 80 cm. Signed and dated 1930 on lower right. Galleria Nazionale d’Arte
Moderna, Rome. Reproduced in Lista, Enrico Prampolini: futurista europeo (Rome: Carocci,
2013), plate 42.
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Figure 94. Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (center) with the Futurists (left to right): Luigi Russolo,
Carlo Carrà, Umberto Boccioni, and Gino Severini, in Paris on the occasion of the BernheimJeune Gallery exhibition, February 1912.
https://library.artstor.org/asset/ARTSTOR_103_41822001869013

Figure 95. Umberto Boccioni and F.T. Marinetti at the Salon des Futuristes in Rue Richepanse,
Paris, circa 1910. Roger Viollet/Getty Images.
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Figure 96. Cover of Stile Futurista: estetica della macchina. Rivista mensile d’arte-vita (Futurist
Style: Aesthetics of the Machine. Monthly Magazine of Art-Life) 1, no. 2, August 1934.
https://www.ribapix.com/stile-futurista-estetica-della-macchina-front-cover-for-august1934_riba50504
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Figure 97. Cover of Prima mostra nazionale di plastica murale per l’edilizia fascista (First
National Exhibition of Plastic Mural for Fascist Buildings), Palazzo Ducale, Genoa, November
14, 1934–January 1, 1935. (Turin: Stile Futurista, 1934), approx. 21.2 x 24 cm.
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Figure 98. Enrico Prampolini, Sintesi cosmica dell’idea fascista (Cosmic synthesis of the fascist
idea), 1934. Plastic mural for the first Mostra nazionale di Plastica murale (National Exhibition
of Plastic Mural), Genoa. Reproduced in Ori, Enrico Prampolini tra arte e architettura. Teorie,
progetti e Arte Polimaterica (PhD diss., Università di Bologna), 139 fig. 100.
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Figure 99. Enrico Prampolini, Stato d’animo plastico marino (Automatismo polimaterico B)
(Sculptural Marine State of Mind [Polymaterial Automatism B]), ca. 1940 (dated 1937 by the
artist). Mixed media on plaster, 32 x 41 cm. Museo di arte moderna e contemporanea di Trento e
Rovereto, Italy, VAF-Stiftung. Reproduced in Greene, ed., Italian Futurism 1909–1944:
Reconstructing the Universe (Guggenheim: New York, 2014), 328 plate 303.
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Figure 100. Enrico Prampolini, Automatismo polimaterico F (Polymaterial Automatism F), 1941.
Collage and oil on board, 32. 4 x 40.6 cm. Private collection, Birmingham, MI. Fondazione
Ragghianti.
https://fototeca.fondazioneragghianti.it/scheda/OA/32351/Prampolini,%20Enrico,%20Automatis
mo%20polimaterico
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Figure 101. Cover of Mostra del Pittore Enrico Prampolini, Galleria di Roma, February 1941.
(Rome: Confederazione Fascista Professionisti e Artisti, 1941), approx. 17.5 x 12.5 cm.
http://www.arengario.it/opera/mostra-del-pittore-enrico-prampolini-11542/
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Figure 102. Les Futuristes Italiens, Galerie Bernheim-Jeune, Paris, April 3–27, 1935, with text
by F.T. Marinetti and Fillia, approx. 21 x 24.6 cm.
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